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ABSTRACT 
 This dissertation documents and analyzes the reception of Japanese films in the 
French film journals of the 1950s, when postwar Paris was awash with cinephilia. The 
foremost of those journals, Cahiers du cinéma, began publication in 1951, the same year 
as Japanese cinema’s breakthrough into international film culture with the surprise 
victory of Akira Kurosawa’s Rashõmon at the Venice Film Festival. 
 Previous scholarship has amply credited the critics at Cahiers with reinventing the 
tenets of film criticism and launching the French New Wave, but without focused 
attention on the Japanese case. Meanwhile, reception studies of Japanese cinema in the 
postwar West have tended to concentrate on the United States’ hegemonic position vis-à-
vis the Japanese film industry. Entwining those two strands, I investigate how Cahiers’ 
sustained but selective engagement with Japanese cinema fueled intergenerational 
conflicts within the journal and debates with rival journal Positif, helped crystallize the 
key tenets of auteur theory and mise-en-scène, and navigated between orientalist notions 
of authentic national cinema and the vexed ideal of cinema as a universal language.  
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 In addition to mining the film journals, I draw on the rich archive of the 
Cinémathèque Française for unpublished quantitative data and correspondence related to 
screenings of Japanese films and Japan’s entries in the European film festival circuit, 
especially Cannes. This factual record underscores my argument that the French critics 
used Japanese cinema subjectively as a malleable canvas for limning their own partisan 
aesthetics and passionate advocacy for cinema as the seventh art. 
 After setting the scene of 1950s cinephilia, I trace Cahiers’ encounter with the 
unknown of Japanese cinema which resulted in reactions from stunned amazement, 
through enthusiastic viewership and awareness of Japan’s already thriving film industry, 
to reaction against the exotic seductions of Japanese films suspected of having been made 
solely for export to the West. In particular, I show how Cahiers’ championing of the 
“incomparable” Kenji Mizoguchi as the first non-Western director admitted to their 
pantheon of world-class auteurs emerged from a decade of polarizing head-to-head 
comparisons with Mizoguchi’s increasingly disparaged countryman Kurosawa. My 
transregional approach thus taps and commends a fertile vein in historicocritical film 
studies.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Since its first issue in 1951, the monthly film journal Cahiers du cinéma has 
published its ten favorite films of the year. To this day, the films named in these annual 
polls are regarded as some of the most influential and important of all time. Hiroshima 
Mon Amour (Alain Resnais), The 400 Blows (François Truffaut) and Vertigo (Alfred 
Hitchcock) were selected in 1959; a year later, Cahiers’ top ten included L’avventura 
(Michelangelo Antonioni), Breathless (Jean-Luc Godard) and Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock). 
Surprisingly, while all those films are globally recognized as masterpieces, the critics at 
Cahiers did not find any of them worthy of being awarded first place. Instead, they 
bestowed that honor on Japanese filmmaker Kenji Mizoguchi for Ugetsu Monogatori 
(1959) and Sansho the Bailiff (1960).1 
 To date, no studies have explicitly focused on how Cahiers came to their idolatry 
of Mizoguchi or have more broadly examined how unprecedented access and attention to 
Japanese cinema helped shape the development of film criticism and cinematic theory in 
post-World War II France. Not enough has been made of the dual launch of Cahiers and 
of Japanese cinema in the West in the selfsame year of 1951, or of the entwining of their 
two trajectories from that point forward. I address this gap in transregional cinema studies 
by drawing on Cahiers du cinéma and Positif, the other most prominent and influential 
film journal of the 1950s, to trace their critical reception of Japanese films throughout a 
pivotal decade and open a new window on the history of French film criticism. 
                                                       
1 Cahiers du cinéma 92, February 1959, “Les Dix Meilleurs Films de 1959” and Cahiers du 
cinéma 117, March 1961, “Les Dix Meilleurs Films de 1960.”  
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 The decade of the 1950s represents a uniquely rich and well-studied period in film 
culture. Passion for film, film criticism, and film theory (conjoined as so-called 
“cinephilia”) ran higher than ever before, especially in Paris, with a thriving network of 
film clubs, expansion of archival holdings and screenings at the Cinémathèque Française, 
and Cahiers du cinéma as a leading voice for promotion of individual filmmakers and 
cinema as an art form. Previous scholarship has amply and persuasively credited critics at 
Cahiers with rejuvenating the tenets of film criticism on an international scale and 
spawning the French New Wave.2 Yet, for all that, focused attention has been lacking on 
Cahiers critics’ sustained but selective engagement with Japanese films, old and new.  
 Meanwhile, historicocritical scholarship on the reception of Japanese cinema in 
the West has tended to concentrate on the role of the United States and its postwar 
political, economic and cultural hegemony in relation to the Japanese film industry 
(Nolletti, Dessler; 1992, Gerow; 2010, Nygren; 2007). Other scholars, such as Tezuka 
(2012), Richie (2001), Tanaka (1993) and Feith (1992), have examined the “golden age” 
of Japanese cinema (1951-1959) and postwar global expansion of the Japanese film 
industry for evidence of transnational impacts on film style and genre. Western accounts 
of the history of Japanese film generally stress the three variables of director, genre, and 
studio, analyzing individual films and their authors with reference to the conventions of 
specific genres and/or historical periods (Richie 2001). Largely isolating Japanese cinema 
from extramural contacts and external points of reference, other narrative accounts are 
primarily framed in terms of inward-looking striving to define the authentic national 
                                                       
2 See studies by De Baecque, Hillier, Keathly, Loyer. 
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essence and how Japanese cinema developed within its own unique historical situation 
and cultural traditions (Burch 1979).  
 My study therefore effects a purposeful integration of two thus far separate lines 
of inquiry, shining a spotlight on the dynamic interaction between leading-edge French 
film criticism and Japanese cinema as it was coming to be known through Western eyes. 
What emerges, I argue, is a deeper, more richly textured sense of the critical-theoretical 
values and debates that explicitly and implicitly conditioned how Japanese (and other) 
films were experienced and judged by the French critics. Their persistent privileging of 
Japan as the number one source of “international” cinema from beyond the bounds of 
Europe and the U.S. meant that changing, contested reception of Japanese films was 
especially instrumental in fueling, defining, and inflecting the film journals’ critical-
theoretical positions, at times revealing and intensifying fault lines, at other times 
galvanizing the critics into concerted action. In the hands of Cahiers’ critics, Japanese 
cinema proved to be as malleable a canvas as any for limning the polemics of their 
politique des auteurs and their paeans to mise en scène and transcendent individual filmic 
genius. Japanese cinema while also challenged the critics in unique ways to chart a 
course between humanistic and technical values, and, interrelatedly, between orientalist 
notions of authentic national cinema and the vexed ideal of cinema as a universal, 
immediately accessible language.   
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A Short Contextual History 
By the end of the 1940s and early 1950s, the cultural landscape began to alter the 
status of cinema as “the seventh Art” in France. Increasingly disappointed by the state of 
French cinema and dissatisfied with old critical models, Cahiers sought to transform 
filmic journalism and criticism by formulating a new way of viewing, discussing, and 
writing about films. Cahiers’ critics, sharing a deep love of cinema, believed that the art 
form deserved to be recognized and examined within a rigorous framework.3  
 In addition, Cahiers in the 1950s is remembered for the passionate and 
controversial style of its critics. From its inception to its current issues, Cahiers’ editorial 
stance has been neither consistent nor homogeneous, but rather more “eclectic, indulgent 
and not well defined,” to use the words of François Truffaut (Cahiers 79, February, 1958: 
60). That said, while Cahiers is arguably the best known, most influential of French film 
journals, Positif has also contributed profoundly to French film criticism; neither of these 
periodicals can be read in full without acknowledging the other’s presence. 
 Understanding Cahiers’ and Positif’s divergent coverage of Japanese films 
requires taking into account both journals’ values and internal trajectories, as well as the 
place of their partisan debates in the development of film theory. As mise en scène, the 
director’s arrangement of everything that has been put in front of the camera for filming, 
became the dominant object of study at Cahiers, the journal famously canonized Roberto 
Rossellini, Jean Renoir, Alfred Hitchcock and Kenji Mizoguchi. In contrast, Positif 
                                                       
3 Cahiers du cinéma is famous for launching the careers of critics-turned-directors François 
Truffaut, Claude Chabrol, Jacques Rivette, and Jean-Luc Godard, all of whom would eventually 
become symbols of the French New Wave.  
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admired surrealist works and experimental filmmakers, preferring the works of Luis 
Buñuel, Georges Franju and John Huston. From the moment of Positif’s founding in 
1952, the two film journals quickly began a fierce and longstanding battle over aesthetic, 
theoretical and political approaches. Recognizing that film criticism has historically 
emanated from debate and dialogue, this dissertation examines how the disputes between 
Cahiers and Positif helped foster intellectual curiosity about film genres and authors, and 
ultimately set some important parameters for discourse on Japanese cinema in France.  
 
My Approach  
In addition to mining Cahiers du cinéma, Positif, and other journals for a 
comprehensive account of French critical reception of Japanese cinema, 1951–1961, I 
draw extensively throughout my dissertation on archival material of two primary types 
from the Cinémathèque Française. Unpublished data on the actual distribution, 
circulation, and screening of Japanese films and film retrospectives in the 1950s, as well 
as entries and award-winners from Japan and elsewhere at European festivals (Berlin, 
Cannes, and Venice), confirm the decade-long dominance of Japanese films on the 
festival circuit, while also providing a contextual framework for inferring the priorities 
underlying choices made by Cahiers’ critics, e.g., to review certain films and not others.  
Likewise, international and domestic correspondence preserved in the Cinémathèque 
Française archive helps to identify key players in behind-the-scenes diplomatic 
negotiations around festival programming and aspirations for a harmonious world-wide 
film community, as a backdrop for the critics’ untested suspicions of rampant Japanese 
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commercialism and exploitative national self-promotion. By way of illustration, 
Appendix 1 provides a detailed archivally informed account of geopolitical maneuvering 
around Japan’s participation in the Cannes Film Festival of 1953. 
Making these French archival materials available to the English-speaking world is 
one of the principal ways in which my dissertation seeks to enact and advance the 
collective enterprise of transnational film studies. Unless otherwise specified, all 
translations from French to English are mine. I provide French originals when they stand 
to enrich the understanding of Anglophone and/or bilingual readers, or to introduce 
relative newcomers to the terminology of French film criticism.   
Thusly combining quantitative and qualitative analysis and intended for a 
multinational audience, my historicocritical approach also relies on techniques of close 
reading and background knowledge of French literary and cultural studies. Although 
interpretation of the Japanese films themselves is not central to my present purpose, I 
include summaries and a selected filmography (Appendix 2) in hopes of interesting 
readers to see for themselves, and I do occasionally interject my reading of a particular 
shot or, more frequently, readings by other recent scholars when they serve to elucidate a 
metaphorical formulation, say, or a cross-cultural misunderstanding on the part of a 
Cahiers critic. But I reserve most of my close reading for the essential tropes, polemical 
rhetoric, and sometimes unspoken patterns of the critics’ own critical discourse, including 
its echoing of nineteenth-century Japonisme. Linking the encounter with Japanese 
cinema to the reception of Japanese woodblock prints and paintings that were widely 
circulated in Europe after Japanese ports reopened to trade in 1853, my overall 
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engagement with ten years of Cahiers reveals the variously manifested but abiding 
imprint of both desire and anxiety at the heart of the twentieth-century French filmgoer’s 
gaze.  
From issue to issue and year to year, I also follow the lead of the critics 
themselves in paying special attention to the films of Akira Kurosawa (1910-1998) and 
Kenji Mizoguchi (1898-1956), whose works were most prevalent at European festivals 
during the 1950s and sparked the greatest number of articles and debates. But, at a 
dispassionate remove, I question the logic and self-serving motives of Cahiers’ perennial 
insistence on pitting Kurosawa and Mizoguchi, two Japanese directors, against each 
other. And I weigh the gains and losses of this exclusive, increasingly winner-take-all 
competition for the journal’s critical favor and the honor of single-handedly adding a 
taste of the East to its pantheon of consummate auteurs.  
This study is divided chronologically into seven chapters, each of which reflects a 
major turning point in the evolving appreciation of Japanese films as they circulated in 
the French film community. The discourse at Cahiers and Positif was part of the wider 
cultural context of French Cinephilia of the 1950s. The first chapter reconstructs this 
vibrant, tight-knight community for purposes of documenting how Japanese cinema 
circulated through the Cinémathèque Française and European film festivals and 
demonstrating that these influential film institutions played a decisive role in the 
diffusion and appreciation of Japanese cinema during that period.  
 Chapter Two opens at the Venice Film Festival in 1951, when Kurosawa’s  
Rashõmon was awarded a coveted Golden Lion. That out-of-the-blue win by a then 
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unknown Japanese director marked the breakthrough of Japanese cinema to Western 
consciousness and international film culture. The reviews of Rashõmon reveal a mix of 
surprise, admiration, and confusion that was inextricably bound up in received ideas 
about the exotic other. This chapter traces the early reviewers’ romanticized vision of 
Japan back to deep roots in France’s nineteenth-century craze for Japanese visual arts. 
 The success of Rashõmon was followed by a period of enlightenment during 
which the critics discovered that the Japanese film industry, far from being in its infancy, 
was a powerful force to be reckoned with on account of its well-endowed studio system 
and ambitions to dominate international film festivals. Chapter Three examines how the 
French critics’ initial enthusiasm gave way to distrust and fear of being seduced. How 
were they to distinguish between a film that had been produced to prey on their taste for 
the exotic and one that was being sincerely addressed to their intellectual curiosity? Such 
questions stimulated a larger debate around Japanese cinema’s national specificity and/or 
universal appeal.    
By 1954, the films of Mizoguchi and Kurosawa dominated the Venice–Cannes–
Berlin festival circuit. At the same time, a fierce rivalry developed between Cahiers and 
Positif as a result of Cahiers’ articulation of the politique des auteurs, the exclusionary 
principle whereby critics passionately champion the directors they admire and publicly 
bash those they decry. In coining the term ‘politique des auteurs’ François Truffaut 
proposed that a film should reflect the director’s personal creative vision. While this 
concept might appear self-evident for a reader of the twenty-first century, in the 1950s it 
was revolutionary, since cinema had historically served as a medium for mass 
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entertainment. Before Cahiers, film critics’ reviews stopped at explaining a film’s plot or 
discussing its genre. Once the possibility was raised of ‘reading’ a film within parameters 
similar to those of literary analysis, the aesthetic and technical paradigms and protocols 
for evaluating Japanese films shifted dramatically.   
Chapter Four details how commitment to the new paradigms was enacted as 
critics at Cahiers set about to continuously compare and contrast the works of Kurosawa 
and Mizoguchi with an eye to determining which of the two directors was worthy of 
being called a metteur-en-scène. This section also delves into the complicating discourse 
of Cahiers’ and Positif’s antithetical editorial positions and demonstrates how debates 
between the two journals contributed to declining appreciation for Kurosawa at Cahiers. 
Chapters Five and Six are devoted to the eventful year of 1957, when the failure of a 
Kurosawa retrospective at the Cinémathèque Française, combined with a changing of the 
guard at Cahiers, thrust Japanese cinema into an even more central role in the French 
film critics’ theoretical disputes. 
 There, Japanese cinema remained, even after Cahiers’ critics had rallied around 
Mizoguchi as their ultimate victor and banished Kurosawa from all further comparisons. 
My final chapter, entitled “Cahiers’ Mizoguchiens,” traces a path from consensus belief 
in Mizoguchi’s greatness and worthiness of comparison with Western greats to at least 
partial consensus around some of the specific qualities and artistic ideals his 
“incomparable” art was esteemed to embody. Along the way, Cahiers’ most fervent 
admirers — Jacques Rivette, Luc Moullet, Eric Rohmer, and Louis Marcorelles — each 
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took the occasion of reviewing films by Mizoguchi to articulate a personal film theory 
and put a stamp of individuality on the prevailing meta-cinematic discourse. 
 I conclude by situating the postwar heyday of cinephilia and the legacy of French 
critics’ engagement with Japanese cinema in the longer history of global film theory and 
criticism. How has filtering through the discursive polemics of the emerging New Wave 
affected subsequent criticism of Japanese cinema and filmmakers in West? What is the 
contemporary status of big questions about art, culture, and (individual and national) 
identity that the critics were prompted to pursue (and those they avoided or finessed) in 
the course of their viewing and reviewing of Japanese films?  
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CHAPTER ONE 
1950s French Cinephilia 
 
 The “intense loving relationship with the cinema” that blossomed in France from 
1945 to 1955 is widely known as “cinephilia.”4 Antoine de Baecque defines the cultural 
movement as “a structured system which engenders rites of looking, speaking and 
writing” about films (De Baecque La Cinéphilie: Invention 14).  In another words, 
cinephiles were passionate and idealistic film lovers who “would meet up, debate, and 
remake cinema” (De Baecque Eric Rohmer at Arts 74). After the Second World War, 
cinema increased in popularity and French audiences discovered nearly a decade’s worth 
of films from the rest of the world. French cinephiles of the 1950s valued cinema as the 
highest art form, and they developed a ritualistic and dedicated critical process that 
rejuvenated the aesthetic discourse and theoretical ideas of cinema. The aim of this 
chapter is not to rewrite the rich history of French cinephilia, but more specifically to 
focus on how Japanese films circulated within the network of French cinephiles, critics, 
film clubs and film journals to understand how Japanese films were received within this 
unique cultural environment. Indeed, as Eric Rohmer himself argues regarding his own 
texts, to properly understand critical writing about films at the time, “it must be placed 
back in its context. (De Baecque and Herpe, "Interview with Eric Rohmer," quoted in De 
Baecque Eric Rohmer at Arts 75). 
                                                       
4 La cinéphilie. 
  
12 
 Cinephilia’s cultural impact was far-reaching because the cultural movement was 
supported by a tight-knit network of film clubs – screening rooms where members with 
common interests congregated to study film techniques and learn about the history of 
cinema. In addition, film magazines provided a platform for cinephiles to express their 
opinions and disseminate their novel ideas and film reviews. In his article in Sight and 
Sound, the critic Geoffrey Nowell-Smith explains that the film culture that developed in 
Paris in the 1950s was unlike any other: 
Besides regular cinemas, there was a revival of the ‘art et essai’ circuit and there 
were countless ciné-clubs, the groundwork for which had been laid in the 
resistance (…) And there was a culture of little magazines, kept going by the 
enthusiasm of writers more than by readers, who were far from numerous. (18) 
Cinephiles frequented ciné-clubs assiduously. They preferred the more obscure and little 
known films and attended as many screenings as possible in hopes of discovering a gem. 
For the most part, these amateurs were autodidacts whose profound knowledge of films 
and film culture quickly allowed them to become connoisseurs and assert their views as 
film critics.   
 The first part of this chapter explains the rationale for centering my research on 
the writings at Cahiers du cinéma, the film review founded in 1951 by André Bazin, 
Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, Joseph-Marie Lo Duca and Léonide Keigel. It was publication 
of numerous articles in Cahiers that served to establish Japanese director Kenji 
Mizoguchi as an auteur in Western film culture. Yet, that and the fact that the rise of 
Cahiers’ influence coincided with Japan’s breakthrough to international film culture in 
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the 1950s have generally been overshadowed by attention to the championing of 
American cinema on the part of young cinephiles. A discussion of the rivalry that 
developed between Cahiers and Positif, its competitor, will help to understand how their 
frequent exchanges influenced critics’ tastes and reviews. Finally, an analysis of Cahiers’ 
relationship with the Cinémathèque Française and the efforts of its founder, Henri 
Langlois, to propagate Japanese cinema in France in the 1950s will shed light on this 
issue.   
 
The Authority of Cahiers du cinéma  
Cahiers du cinéma was the heartbeat of this cultural phenomenon and developed 
the model for contemporary film criticism. To this day, most film historians and critics 
agree that the critics’ arguments developed at Cahiers were instrumental in shaping the 
landscape and discourse of modern cinema.5 Tom Hillier confirms Cahiers’ importance 
in the shaping of the discourse on cinema in the 1950s: 
It is still a pretty widespread, though rather vague, idea that film criticism and 
theory as we know it today – and even film-making too – owe almost everything 
to French film criticism in the period since 1945, and particularly to the 
achievements of the journal Cahiers du Cinéma, founded in 1951. (Hillier 
Cahiers du cinéma: The 1950s 1)  
 Cahiers provided a platform for a handful of young amateurs and critics to 
articulate their aesthetic discourse and express their theoretical ideas. Part of Cahiers’ 
                                                       
5 See studies by De Baecque, Hillier, Keathly, Loyer. 
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fame is due to the fact that these same critics later became filmmakers and, as 
representatives of the French New Wave,6 created a new cinematographic language that 
aspired to be personal, free and real. The majority of the contributions from this new 
wave of critics came through articles published at Cahiers. However, the journal Arts 
also provided a consistent platform where critics expressed their innovative opinions and 
contributed to the dissemination of the politique des auteurs.7   
 
Hollywood Cinema 
 To understand Cahiers’ particular enthusiasm for Hollywood cinema during the 
postwar years, it is important to remember that France had long sheltered its film industry 
from foreign competition through government regulation and cultural protectionism. As 
early as 1927, the French had decried Hollywood’s invasion of French markets at a film 
conference of the League of Nations, and had “implemented a quota regime that allowed 
the showing of four foreign films for each locally produced movie” (Feigenbaum 378).8 
During the Second World War, the Vichy government implemented a tightly regulated 
                                                       
6 The expression “Nouvelle Vague/New Wave” first appeared in the magazine L’Express on 
October 3, 1957. The article written by Françoise Giroud was a sociological study of the new 
youthful postwar generation. The term “Nouvelle Vague” is used starting in1958 by Pierre 
Billlard to designate the group of young critics turned directors who distanced themselves from 
traditional film methods. 
7 For more on the relationship between Arts and Cahiers, see Grosoli, Marco. “The Politics and 
Aesthetics of the ‘Politique Des Auteurs.’” Film Criticism 39, no. 1 (Fall 2014): 33–50, 128. 
8 Between 1936 and 1940, only 188 foreign films (mostly American) were allowed to be screened 
in France each year. Grantham, Bill. “Some Big Bourgeois Brothel”: Contexts for France’s 
Culture Wars with Hollywood. Bedfordshire, United Kingdom: University of Luton Press, 2000: 
59. 
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program to boost the French film industry and banned the import of American films.9 
These measures allowed the French film industry to flourish and, by 1945, to become the 
country’s second largest industry. However, after the liberation, the French film industry 
experienced increased domination by the United States. With the end of the war and as 
part of France’s attempt to eradicate its debt to America and obtain new credit, a series of 
French-American commercial agreements were signed in May 1946.10 These Blum-
Byrnes agreements allowed American products (including films) to be imported into 
France.11 Under these circumstances, American films began to flood French movie 
theaters and French audiences finally had the opportunity to screen a backlog of 
American films. The young critics of the Cahiers du cinéma “turned their sights on 
American films, which they believed displayed the directness, unpretentiousness, action, 
and modern attitude that their own national cinema lacked” (Keathley 14). In doing so, 
these critics were going against commonly accepted judgments of French critics. 
 In a 1963 interview, Jacques Rivette explained the appeal of American films for 
the young critics: 
At that time, in Europe at least, the American cinema was not so much under-
estimated as actually despised. It was a kind of critical duty to attack it, and 
everyone ran down Hollywood commercialism, Hollywood banality, Hollywood 
                                                       
9 Austin, Guy. Contemporary French Cinema: An Introduction. Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 1996: 10. 
10 According to Crisp, “ The Blum-Byrnes agreement between France and America” constituted 
one of the “three critical moments which were to determine the conditions under which the 
industry functioned” from 1946 to 1949 in France. Crisp explains that with the Blum-Byrnes 
agreements, the French cinema “became a pawn in negotiations to secure a loan and which 
resulted in a long-term debate concerning the international trade in films, and, in particular, 
concerning import quotas”: 73. For more detail, see Colin Crisp’s chapter “Political Economy and 
Industrial Structure 1940-1960,” in The Classic French Cinema: 43-89. 
11 Bellos, David. “Tati and America: Jour de Fête and the Blum-Byrnes Agreement of 1946.” 
French Cultural Studies 10, no. 29 (June 1, 1999): 145–59.  
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imbecility. It seemed to us – to Truffaut, Godard, myself — that this American 
cinema was in fact a good deal more intelligent, and even more intellectual, than 
the European cinema which was always being held up as an example to it. We felt 
that all kinds of directors, not only the recognized ‘Hollywood intellectuals’ like 
Mankiewics, but the so-called commercial movie-makers like Hawks and 
Hitchcock, were producing films much more intelligent than those made in 
Europe by our Autant-Laras, Dellanoys and De Sicas. It may have been a subtler 
kind of intelligence, because it expressed itself through style and behaviour (sic) 
rather than through all the usual outward signs. [Marcorelles, Louis. “Interview 
with Roger Leenhardt and Jacques Rivette.” Sight and Sound 32, no. 4 (Fall 
1963): 169]. 
 
The fledgling film buffs therefore championed American cinema as an alternative to 
France’s predominant output of comedic or belle époque films, a trend which had been 
developing by the end of the 1940s and beginning of the 1950s.12  
 
 The critics at Cahiers were young film enthusiasts who looked to cinema as the 
key to social change and artistic progress. In their view, the French film industry’s focus 
on commercial success stalled creative inventiveness. In an effort to reinvigorate its 
weakened economy, the French film business establishment had resorted to making films 
to please the larger public. The majority of films produced in France during that period 
were easily accessible adaptations of popular novels and entertaining costume dramas. In 
addition, as aspiring film directors, the young critics were enraged by the structure of the 
French film industry whereby films starred famous actors and were directed by well-
established names in the industry and backed by large studio budgets. In the critics’ view, 
this rigid hierarchical system left no space for the progress of the seventh art. Influenced 
                                                       
12 Susan Hayward explains that « the effect of the Occupation had been to reduce France to a state 
of hermeticism in relation to her recent past. » Hayward, Susan. French National Cinema. Second 
Edition. London and New York: Routledge, 2005: 151. 
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by André Bazin’s critical approach, the group at Cahiers group worked towards 
establishing cinema as an Art that deserved to be recognized and examined within a 
rigorous aesthetic and theoretical framework.  
 
The Genesis of Cahiers: Bazin and Realism 
  In his study of cinephilia, Keathley argues that “the two most famous and 
influential theoretical positions of postwar French cinephilia came from critics associated 
with the journal Cahiers du cinéma,” namely Bazin’s realism and the politique des 
auteurs (Keathley 13). A decade prior to launching Cahiers du cinéma, André Bazin had 
already become an authoritative figure in French film criticism thanks to his essays “The 
Ontology of the Photographic Image” and “The Evolution of the Language of Cinema.” 
Bazin proposed a change in perspective by considering the nature of cinema to be 
inherently contradictory. For Bazin, what inspired the invention of cinema, unlike 
photography or other arts, was man’s desire to achieve “the total and complete 
representation of reality” (Braudy and Cohen 172). Bazin’s critical work revolved around 
the idea of “objectivity in time,”13 he favored films where directors made themselves 
“invisible,” and he advocated for the use of depth of field and continuity in editing.14 As 
                                                       
13 Braudy, Leo, and Marshall Cohen, eds. Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings. 
Sixth Edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004: 169. 
14 Hillier mentions that « the central elements of Bazin’s theses about realism – generally 
endorsed by the Cahiers as a whole in the 1950s – had already been established in the 1940s 
through articles not only in the Revue du Cinéma but also in the Catholic journal Esprit and 
elsewhere well before Cahiers began. » Hillier, Jim, ed. Cahiers Du Cinéma. The 1950s: Neo-
Realism, Hollywood, New Wave. Harvard Film Studies. Harvard Film Studies. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1985 : 3. 
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Eric Rohmer explains, Bazin was particularly innovative because he developed an 
analytical model where “cinema abolishes the traditional distance between reality and its 
representation” (Rohmer Taste of Beauty 99). For Rohmer, the strength of Bazin’s 
method is that “the model is integrated into the work; in some ways it is the work. We 
judge the work at the same time as we judge the model, and vice versa” (Rohmer Taste of 
Beauty 99).  
 Bazin’s ideas found broader currency with the success of Cahiers du cinéma and 
he regularly published seminal articles, from the magazine’s first issue in 1951 until his 
death in 1958. In his study on the history of cinephilia, Keathley explains how Bazin’s 
critical system placed him in opposition to previous film theory founded on the belief that 
cinema could manipulate reality: 
Bazin, in contrast to critics like Rudolf Arnheim, sought to establish the 
photographic image’s privileged link to the reality it represented as something not 
to be overcome, but to be embraced; for it was in the automatically produced 
objectivity of the film image, Bazin believed, that the cinema found both its 
defining characteristic and its unique power. (30) 
Bazin campaigned tirelessly to argue that the nature of cinema was inherently founded on 
realism. He was the most influential critic to develop the idea of film realism into a 
theory, and influenced all of the group of young cinephiles, often nicknamed “young 
Turks,” at Cahiers.  
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Tradition of Quality 
 The second influential theoretical position, namely the politique des auteurs, 
came from Bazin’s young disciples at Cahiers who were looking to renew cinema as a 
form of artistic expression they deemed to be in decline. They pejoratively labeled the 
French cinema of the early 1950s as a “cinema of quality,” and blamed it for dominating 
the system by producing adaptations of famous works of literature. In their view, such a 
stagnant cinema was incapable of adapting to the changing intellectual and artistic spirit 
deriving from the social environment of the postwar years. For these young and 
passionate film enthusiasts, the French film industry needed to break away from these 
encrusted traditions and the overbearing influence of the scriptwriter. The filmmakers of 
these stale films were mere directors, devoid of imagination and creativity, and tasked 
only with transfering a script to images on a screen. Filmmakers should strive to become 
total auteurs and attain the same creative status as, say literary authors, by controlling all 
aspects of the production. 
 
Mise en scène  
 In their idealistic view, an auteur’s work “showed consistencies of style, theme, 
and worldview” (Keathley 14) and displayed a unique point of view on the world. These 
few auteurs were glorified as geniuses whose body of work offered “a breath of fresh 
air,” “extended certain of the camera’s powers,” “forced us [the spectator] to reconsider 
the art itself,” and “enrich[ed] our knowledge of it” (Rohmer Taste of Beauty 186).15 The 
                                                       
15 Originally quoted in Cahiers du cinéma 100, October 1950, “Pourquoi ai-je tourné Cordelier.”   
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notion of the auteur is intrinsically linked to the concept of mise en scène, the means by 
which a director reveals his unique vision of the world on screen.  
 When looking back at Cahiers’ editorial interests, Jacques Rivette explained that 
the critics all centered their arguments on mise en scène as a reaction against other 
mainstream critics who tended to talk exclusively in terms of themes and subjects: 
 If we made such a point of mise en scène ten years ago, this was done deliberately to 
stimulate controversy and to rehabilitate the idea that cinema is also something 
which one sees on the screen (…) It is not simply a matter of talking about the 
fascination of the image one sees on the screen, but of understanding how mise en 
scène is an expression of the intelligence of the director. The term covers, that is to 
say, not only the position of the camera, but the construction of the script, the 
dialogue, and the handling of the actors. Mise en scène, in fact, is simply a way of 
expressing what in the other arts would be called the artist’s vision. (Marcorelles, 
Louis. “Interview with Roger Leenhardt and Jacques Rivette.” Sight and Sound 32, 
no. 4 (Fall 1963): 169) 
 
All the critics agreed that mise en scène was the means through which a director 
expressed cinema’s true potential, or – more importantly, as Rivette stated – they all 
agreed that mise en scène was “the only [language] to which a film-maker should lay 
claim when all is said and done” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 264). A 
simplified definition of mise en scène would encompass anything that a spectator sees on 
the screen. As Michel Mourlet noted, mise en scène is “the control a director exerts, or 
not,  […] on anything that appears on the screen,” from essential to minute details: his 
influence “on lighting, on space, on time, on the insistence of objects, the shine of sweat, 
the fullness of hair, the elegance of a gesture, the abyss of a glance” (Cahiers 98, 36).16 In 
                                                       
16 In the original French: « La notion d’auteur de films se définit donc par l’empire que le cinéaste 
exerce ou n’exerce pas sur la matière même de son art, sur ce que l’écran nous délivre, sur la 
lumière, l’espace, le temps, la présence insistante des objets, le brillant de la sueur, l’épaisseur 
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his definition of mise en scène, Jean-Louis Comolli points to the inherent difficulty 
associated with this concept: 
In short, if you ask what characterizes an auteur, what makes a filmmaker an 
auteur, in the strong sense of the term, you fall into a new trap: it's his style, in 
other words, the mise en scène, a notion as dangerously risky, infinitely variable 
and impossible to pin down as auteur (...) Mise en scène means two things, one 
obvious – the directing process; the other mysterious – the result of that process. 
(Hillier, Cahiers du cinéma, The1960s: 205)17  
Any notion of mise en scène therefore encompasses a spectator’s personal experience of 
the film and his/her cinephilic experience of it. Most of the articles written during the first 
decade at Cahiers revolve around a discourse on mise en scène as each critic struggled to 
discover, observe, explain, refine and articulate his own notion of what constituted mise 
en scène.  
  
The Politique des Auteurs: 
 Critics at Cahiers advocated that certain directors exuded rare and sublime mise 
en scène and elevated them to the status of auteur, while other directors were ranked as 
mere craftsmen (or directors) (Keathley 33). To argue in favor of their non-conformist 
taste and dissident opinions, this group of young cinephiles set out to discredit the films, 
directors and institutions that, in their view, contributed to the proliferation of what Eric 
                                                       
d’une chevelure, l’élégance d’un geste, le gouffre d’un regard.» Michel Mourlet, Cahiers du 
cinéma 98, August 1959, ‘Sur un art ignoré’ 36. 
17 Originally published in Comolli, Jean-Louis, Cahiers du Cinéma 172, November 1965, « Vingt 
Ans Après: Le Cinéma Américain et La Politique Des Auteurs. » 
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Rohmer described as “the wheels of a decrepit but sturdy machine: the sacrosanct 
monster of “quality cinema” (Rohmer Taste of Beauty186).18 To do this, the young Turks 
engaged in what came to be known as the “politique des auteurs,” a deliberate and 
sustained effort aimed on the one hand at attacking certain directors and on the other, 
promoting others they believed deserved their support. These two goals went hand in 
hand. Critics wrote intentionally provocative, purposely contrarian, often insolent articles 
to sustain their effort. The scope of the “politique des auteurs” was that certain auteurs 
needed to be defended because too few understood or appreciated their art. Standing 
alone and in opposition to the mainstream, the young Turks at Cahiers used rhetoric (and 
later the screen) to persuade, defend, debate and uphold their opinions at all costs.19   
  
 It is crucial to remember that when François Truffaut declared that he and his 
colleagues at Cahiers were practicing “la politique des auteurs,”20 Truffaut was not 
defining a film theory founded on a specific set of principles. Instead, these passionate 
critics were actively engaging in the rhetorical spirit of politics, waging a war on what 
they defined as mediocrity. However, it would be reductive to label the politics as mere 
                                                       
18 Originally quoted in Cahiers du cinéma 100, October 1959, “Pourquoi ai-je tourné Cordelier.” 
19 The idea of engaging in a war of words was not a process invented by the young Turks. In 
1948, the film critic Roger Leenhardt had already posited Wyler as superior to Ford by 
provocatively claiming: “Down with Ford! Long Live Wyler!”19 a sentence which was itself 
inspired by Picasso and Max Jacob, who had exclaimed: “Down with Laforgue! Long Live 
Rimbaud!” In the original French: “A bas Laforgue! Vive Rimbaud!” De Montvalon, Christine. 
Les Mots Du Cinéma. Collection Le Français Retrouvé. Paris: Éditions Belin, 1987: 11-12. 
20 François Truffaut, Cahiers du cinéma 44, February 1955, “Ali Baba et La politique des 
auteurs.”  
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rhetoric, they were obviously informed and influenced by political, philosophical and 
aesthetic beliefs.  
 From its inception, Cahiers’ editorial stance was not only elitist but also 
inherently contentious. In its inaugural issue in April 1951, the editors positioned the 
journal against “a malicious neutrality which tolerates a mediocre cinema, a prudent 
critique, or a dazed public” (Cahiers 1, 9).21 Cahiers insisted on a solid knowledge of 
cinematic culture and refused to have their cinematic taste influenced by the power and 
dominance of the French film industry (Cahiers 40, 7). Unlike film critics at mainstream 
publications, Cahiers had no interest in reviewing a film’s plot and discussing the 
storyline. Instead, these critics were looking for films that brought something new or, at 
least, films from which a certain spirit of cinema emanated. In order to establish this 
inherently subjective pantheon of film artists, Cahiers had to achieve ultimate authority 
and refute voices that stood against their views, particularly voices from Positif, a 
competitor film journal. 
 
The Emergence of Positif and the Birth of a Debate 
In 1952, Positif, a new film magazine, emerged as the ideal adversary to fuel 
Cahiers’ rhetoric of the politique des auteurs. In his article on Positif’s legacy, Frémaux 
explains that Positif is not as well known as Cahiers because Positif did not lead to a 
“New Wave” of film directors. However, Frémaux insists that “Positif constitutes 
                                                       
21 In the original French: « Une neutralité malveillante qui tolère un cinéma médiocre, une 
critique prudente et un public hébété » (Cahiers 1, 9). 
 
  
24 
nevertheless one of the most vivid embodiments of the great movement of demanding 
and militant cinephilia that gradually takes hold in France” in the period from 1945 to 
1975, now widely referred to as the “Trente Glorieuses” (L’aventure cinéphilique 21).22 
 Bernard Chardère and Adonis Kyrou founded Positif in Lyon to take part in the 
wave of renewal of French cinephilia.23 The title of the first issue’s editorial prologue, 
“Why We Are Going to Fight,” demonstrates that the Positif team shared Cahiers’ 
combative spirit. But the similarities between the publications stopped at their rhetorical 
methods. Unlike Cahiers, Positif’s team of critics advocated for films and directors who 
expressed a political and social view, with a strong Leftist agenda. In Positif’s first issue, 
its co-founder Bernard Chardère opposed an elitist approach and argued that the role of a 
film magazine should instead be to act “as a witness for us all, we the masses” (Ciment 
and Kardish Positif 50 Years 15). Positif denounced the nostalgia for the golden age of 
silent film that dominated Cahiers’ preferences and argued: 
The revue does not intend on glorifying the past and the silent movies of the 
1920s, while there are masterpieces during that era. Positif believes that there are 
still masterpieces being made today, and views as their duty to inform the larger 
public of those films.24  
                                                       
22 In the original French: « La revue Positif n’en constitue pas moins l’une des plus vivantes 
incarnations du grand courant de cinéphilie exigeante et militante qui peu à peu s’affirme dans la 
France des ‘Trente Glorieuses’ » (Frémaux L’aventure cinéphilique 21). 
23 Positif received the help of Les Éditions de Minuit to publish its first four issues but it was not 
in a financial position to publish the magazine on a monthly basis until Eric Losfeld/Le Terrain 
Vague become editor (Prédal 34). 
24 Quoted from Ciment, Michel, and Laurence Kardish, eds. Positif 50 Years. Translated by 
Kenneth Larose. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2002: 15. 
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Secondly, Positif refused to be pigeonholed as “a youth magazine” by explaining that, 
“while it is true that members of our team might be described as young, we refuse to 
focus on scandal, to wallow in anarchy, or to parade the flotsam and jetsam of a difficult 
puberty” (Ciment and Kardish Positif 50 Years 16). More importantly, Positif refuted 
Cahiers’ approach by claiming that the criterion of taste was “the most unstable 
criterion” and that “critics’ taste should be that of tomorrow, and not yesterday” (Positif 
1, 2). Even in its format, Positif seemed to reject Cahiers’ methodology of daily film 
updates or festival coverage. Instead, they claimed the freedom to discuss films they 
deemed important, irrespective of current events. Positif’s inaugural editorial concluded 
with a cordial salutation to its “elder” Cahiers du cinéma” and a promise that it had no 
intentions of discrediting that magazine’s previous efforts. 
Initially, there seemed to be a sense of camaraderie between the two magazines, 
albeit already tinged by an underlying patronizing tone. Cahiers professed to welcome 
Positif; it placed an advertisement in one of Positif’s first issues, and the team of critics at 
Cahiers claimed to congratulate the magazine: 
written in the deceptive quietness of the provinces, they tell us, by passionate 
young cinephiles who are wary of the mirage of current affairs…. The first issue’s 
table of contents has interesting studies of L’auberge rouge [The Red Inn] and on 
Los olvidados [The Young and the Damned], a critical analysis of Orphée 
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[Orpheus] and its Orphic myths, an article on film soundtracks, etc. (Cahiers 13, 
June 1952)25 
 However, despite these initial friendly gestures, the reality is that Positif and 
Cahiers stood at opposite ends of the spectrum when it came to their ideological, political 
and aesthetical positions. In an interview, Robert Benayoun remembers his years at 
Positif: “The films and the directors we liked all had political and social content. It was 
very anti-aesthetic. We wanted the cinema to express ideas that would change society, for 
cinema to be an engaged art” (Frémaux L’aventure cinéphilique 24).26  
 In its second issue, Positif continued to outline its goals of providing what it felt 
was a much-needed perspective on films and their interpretations during “this period of 
‘extreme confusion’” (Positif 2, 1). Positif declared that it “[did] not intend to proceed 
from any preconceived ideas or bias other than honesty” (Positif 2, 1).27 In an attack on 
Bazin’s well-known methodologies of film analysis, Positif refuted the idea that the 
“form” of a film was everything, and instead proposed that the “form [of a film] should 
signify” (Positif 2, 1). The team at Positif believed that good critics should not base their 
film review on bias or subjectivity, but rather, should try to understand what the film or 
director was trying to say. In his editorial, Chardère explains: 
                                                       
25 In the original French: « Rédigée dans le calme trompeur de la province, écrivent-ils, par des 
jeunes cinéphiles passionnés qui se méfient du mirage de l’actualité… Au sommaire de son 
premier numéro, d’intéressantes études sur L’auberge rouge et sur Los olvidados, une exégèse 
d’Orphée et des mythes orphiques, un article sur la musique de film, etc. » (Cahiers 13, Juin, 
1952). 
26  In the original French: « Les films et les cinéastes que nous aimions avaient toujours un 
contenu social et politique. C’était très anti-esthétique. On voulait que le cinéma exprime des 
idées qui changent la société, qu’il soit un art engagé.» (Frémaux 24). 
27 In the original French: « Positif n’entend procéder d’aucune idée préconçue ni d’aucun parti 
(pris) – sinon l’honnêteté » (Positif 2, 1).  
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We would like to think that our inquiring about this meaning does not betray the 
cause of “cinema qua cinema” [cinema-cinema]; on the contrary, we want it to be 
human. Before passing judgment (a realm of changing approximations and 
subjective criteria) one should try to situate things: “This means that, this is 
placed there.” (Positif 2, 1)28 
In short, Positif’s process for judging a film’s quality was diametrically opposed to its 
rival’s and Positif’s “aggressive, polemical, peremptory, passionate” style (Frémaux 
L’aventure cinéphilique 23) quickly created rifts with the critics at Cahiers.  
 In his study of Positif’s history, François Amy de la Bréthèque explains that 
Positif immediately took a stand against Cahiers’ tendency towards the politique des 
auteurs by refusing “to establish a list of great works and great authors” (99).29 In reality, 
however much Positif tried to shy away from championing certain directors, the 
magazine was not completely immune from such tendencies. Even if the two publications 
adhered to their fundamental standpoints, Prédal explains that finding differences 
between the two publications is not as easy as generalizing about Positif as a thematic 
review and Cahiers as a formalist publication: 
Perhaps we would be closer to the truth were we to talk about Positif as having 
ethical (materialist) tendencies and Cahiers as having aesthetic (idealist) 
tendencies. Better yet would be to observe that Cahiers privileges to the notion of 
mise en scène as an expression of a director’s view on his story, whereas Positif 
starts with the subjects of the film. This difference in perspective defines the two 
                                                       
28 In the original French: « On voudra bien penser que ce n’est pas trahir la cause du “cinéma-
cinéma” – c’est au contraire le vouloir humain – que de nous interroger sur ce sens. Avant même 
de porter des jugements (domaine des approximations mouvantes et des critères subjectifs) 
essayer de situer: “Ceci veut dire telle chose, ceci est à telle place” » (Positif 2, 1).  
29 In the original French: « Elle refuse de dresser un catalogue de grandes œuvres et de grands 
auteurs »  (De la Bréthèque 99). 
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fundamental approaches that divide French criticism at that time: starting with the 
author to go towards the film (Cahiers), or beginning with the film to move back 
to the author (Positif). (36)30 
 
While Cahiers and Positif searched for the auteur through different channels, both 
publications shared a common and defining intransigency. As months passed, the views 
expressed by critics of both publications became more entrenched and reactive. Indeed, 
the one thing Cahiers and Positif shared was a spirit and desire for combative rhetoric. 
Two articles published by Cahiers in January 1954 forever fueled the polemic between 
the two publications. In “L’âge des metteurs en scène” (Cahiers 31) by Jacques Rivette 
and “Une certaine tendance du cinéma français” (Cahiers 31) by François Truffaut, the 
two critics fought to discredit the works of more generally accepted French directors like 
Autant-Lara whose work Positif admired. In addition, Rivette and Truffaut asserted, 
against the prevailing idea at the time, that Hitchcock and Hawks (prior to 1940), and 
Renoir and Rossellini (after the war), were the only directors worthy of their praise. By 
Cahiers’ 39th issue, the young Turks had convinced Bazin to question his own previous 
skepticism of Hitchcock’s flawless genius in the article “Hitchcock versus Hitchcock,” 
thereby creating an irreversible polemic that launched and sustained many of the concepts 
of postwar film criticism. As the critics at Cahiers became increasingly committed to 
                                                       
30 In the original French: « Peut-être serait-on moins éloigné de la vérité en parlant de critique à 
tendance matérialiste (Positif) et idéaliste (Cahiers), ou éthique et esthétique, mais le plus juste 
encore de remarquer que les Cahiers privilégient la notion de mise en scène en tant que regard 
porté par l’auteur sur son histoire, tandis que Positif part plutôt des sujets abordés par le film. La 
différence d’optique définit les deux grandes attitudes qui divisent alors la critique française: 
partir de l’auteur pour aller au film (Cahiers) ou du film pour remonter à l’auteur (Positif) » 
(Prédal 36).  
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defending the politique des auteurs, Positif was just as committed to rejecting any of the 
filmmakers that Cahiers worshiped in their pages.    
 With the exchanges between the two publications heating up, each article became 
more sarcastic and accusatory than the one before. Beneath what could appear as jovial 
and friendly banter, critics were implicitly judging each other on a moral basis, and their 
rifts were illustrative of larger socio-political issues. Under the sway of Bazin’s deeply 
held Catholicism, Cahiers developed a notion of mise en scène as a mystical emanation 
of the director’s soul. For them, certain elements like screenplays or editing were 
irrelevant. What mattered was the ability of the film to connect with its audience. Positif, 
on the other hand, was less interested in aesthetics. As a leftist publication, it wanted for 
cinema to say something and engage in political and social issues.  
 Critics from each publication would directly quote comments from a rival critic in 
their article, savage arguments that were put forth and even take personal jabs at each 
other. In one example, Cahiers accused the Positif team of being “antiquated, out of 
fashion, anticlerical and atheist.”31 Positif responded by attacking the founders of Cahiers 
and naming André Bazin and Daniel Valcroze “morons, blinded by their miserable small 
eclectic minds” and calling their protégé François Truffaut a “fascist” for having such 
intolerant and dogmatic views (Positif 10, 45). These feuds reinforced the partisanship of 
critics and fueled the all-out implimentation of the politique des auteurs.  
 The polemic between these two rival publications would eventually have a direct 
impact on the reception of Japanese directors in France. To understand how Cahiers 
                                                       
31 Quoted in Bernard Chardère in Positif 11, September/October 1954, “Positif a-t-il une âme,” 82 
as a response to Henri Agel’s accusations of Positif written in Cahiers 30, December 1953. 
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ended up preferring Mizoguchi to Kurosawa, Chapters 5 and 6 of this study will illustrate 
how Japanese films were caught in the crossfire of this critical battle. But the mutually 
defining polemic with Positif is only part of what makes Cahiers’ discourse such an 
important historical tool for considering how Japanese cinema circulated as cultural 
currency during the 1950s. As a leader of cultural values, Cahiers also had a huge impact 
on other institutional organizations like ciné-clubs and the Cinémathèque Française, 
which influenced film distribution and film taste. 
 
Ciné-clubs 
 The idea behind ciné-clubs was to promote film culture by bringing together 
members with common interests and to dedicate the club’s programming to reflecting 
those interests. By hosting film discussions and publishing weekly or monthly magazines, 
ciné-clubs distinguished themselves from ordinary commercial screenings and changed 
the way people viewed films, from passively watching them to actively thinking about 
them. In addition, ciné-clubs generally screened films that were lesser known, censored 
or ignored by the general public. By 1948, the surge of ciné-clubs and counter-clubs was 
so powerful that André Bazin would use the term “revolution” to refer to the influential 
role of the ciné-clubs in the development of Cinéphilie.”32  
                                                       
32 « The future film historian will have to give more credit to the amazing revolution that is 
ongoing in cinematographic consumption than to the technical progress taking place during the 
same years. » In the original French : « Le futur historien du cinéma devra tenir un plus grand 
compte de l’étonnante révolution qui est en train de s’opérer dans la consommation 
cinématographique que des progrès techniques dans les mêmes années » Bazin, André. Quoted in 
Loyer, Emmanuelle. “Hollywood Au Pays Des Ciné-Clubs (1947-1954).” Vingtième Siècle. 
Revue d’Histoire, no. 33 (March 1992): 45–55. 
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 In order to protect and promote its national film industry, the French Ministry of 
Culture invested in the Fédération Française des Ciné-Clubs (FFCC), a government 
sponsored association of ciné-clubs, founded in 1944.33 By 1945, the FFCC consisted of 
six ciné-clubs,34 whose sole aim was to promote French cinema by providing a structured 
way for young film enthusiasts to congregate. In its annual bulletin, the FFCC clearly 
stated its policy of protectionism and nationalism:  
The (monthly) magazine of the Ciné-Club will foster relationships between the 
public and cinematographers, will promote moviegoers’ enthusiasms, along with 
the efforts of all young filmmakers, and will organize a whole range of events to 
develop French cinema. (Loyer 45-46)35  
The FFCC’s focus on promoting French cinema resulted in other films clubs to show and 
promote international art films. One of the most influential and active venues for the 
promotion of Japanese cinema was the Cinémathèque Française. Cahiers, more than any 
other publication of the time, was intimately associated with the activities of the 
Cinémathèque Française. The following section reveals the role of the Cinémathèque 
Française in promoting and disseminating Japanese cinema in France in the early 1950s. 
 
 
                                                       
33 PCF, PCF 17 B1, 300 Years of Cinematography – 60 Years of Cinema. La Cinémathèque 
Française, Paris, France. June 18, 2015. 
34 Le ciné-club universitaire, le cercle du cinéma, le club français du cinéma, le cercle technique 
de l’écran, ciné-liberté, le ciné-club de Paris.  
35 In the original French: « Le journal du Ciné-Club aidera aux rapports du public et des 
cinématographistes, favorisera les enthousiasmes, les efforts de tous les jeunes et organisera des 
manifestations de tous ordres pour le développement de la cinématographie française».  
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Japanese Cinema at the Cinémathèque Française 
 In 1936, Henri Langlois, Georges Franju, Jean Mitry and Paul Auguste Harlé 
founded the Cinémathèque Française to protect the archives of cinema in the interest of 
art and history, and to create a museum of film. In the association’s mission statement 
published online, the Cinémathèque Française goals have maintained a scope very much 
in line with its founding vision: “The goal is to collect old films, whatever their origin 
and format, to preserve them and to show them to the public in order to contribute to the 
development of cinematographic culture.”36 
 At the head of the Cinémathèque Française stood Henri Langlois, who was 
tireless in his work to preserve and show films. To this day, the Cinémathèque Française 
holds one of the world’s richest film collections.37 
 Even though the Second World War impeded the Cinémathèque Française’s 
activities, Langlois quickly re-launched his efforts after the liberation by reconnecting 
with its original partners at the Cinématèques in Belgium, Switzerland and Italy. The 
Cinémathèque Française scheduled an eclectic assortment of films, and the programming 
reflected Langlois’ appreciation for global cinema. Not only did Langlois show films 
from different nations, styles and periods, but he also insisted that his audience should try 
to actively understand what they were watching. By screening such a variety of films, 
                                                       
36 In the original French: “Elle a pour but de collecter des films anciens, quels que soient leur 
origine et leur format, de les sauvegarder et de les montrer au public, afin de contribuer au 
développement de la culture cinématographique” www.cinemathèque.fr 
37 As of 2015, the Cinémathèque Française holds more than 50,000 film titles from around the 
world. One of the reasons the Cinémathèque Française was able to obtain so many films is 
because “in the 1950s, after the regulations about handling nitrate were imposed in France, the 
film companies unloaded vast quantities of their unwanted stocks on to the Cinémathèque” 
(Houston 51). 
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Langlois encouraged cinephiles to focus on the techniques behind the film to develop an 
understanding of cinematic language. As Beauchamp and Béhar recall, “The 
Cinémathèque Française’s two theaters screened half a dozen films from throughout the 
world every day and was credited internationally with being a major source of education 
as well as a meeting ground for filmmakers” (Hollywood on the Riviera 74). Week after 
week, young film lovers met there and discovered the world of cinema as a rite of 
passage, a passage of discovery and of self-discovery. Langlois instilled film-viewing 
practices in them that relied on comparing films from around the globe and actively 
debating the value of each film.  
 Langlois is responsible for organizing many programs that resulted from 
cooperation and exchange with international film communities. As early as 1952, the 
Cinémathèque Française organized Images of Global Cinema, 1895-1950, a special 
exhibit at the Musée du Cinéma. The majority of the films screened at the Cinémathèque 
Française were American, Soviet, German and pre-war French films. The records 
indicate there were no Japanese films screened in 1951-1952.38 However, given Henri 
Langlois’ privileged network of friends, it is not surprising that the first lengthy article 
reviewing a Japanese film at Cahiers was written in 1952 by Curtis Harrington, an 
American film critic who became friends with Henri Langlois.39 
 A year later, in 1953, the programming at the Cinémathèque Française indicated 
its interest in Japanese cinema by screening three Japanese films that had been included 
                                                       
38 PCF, PCF 14 B1, Programme de la Cinémathèque. La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. 
June 18, 2015. 
39 Curtis Harrington began his career as a film critic and later became a film director. 
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in the official competition at the Venice and Berlin Festivals: Kenji Mizoguchi’s The Life 
of Oharu (Saikaku Ichidai Onna) (Venice 1952) and Ugetsu Monogatari (Venice 1953), 
and Heinosuke Gosho’s Where Chimneys Are Seen (Entotsu no Mieru Basho) (Berlin 
1953).40  
 While the majority of the films screened at the Cinémathèque Française in 1954 
were mostly American and Italian,41 Langlois’ meeting with Kashiko Kawakita (1908-
1993), who was popularly known as “Madame Kawakita,” resulted in a rapid rise in the 
presence of Japanese cinema in France.   
  
The Importance of Kashiko Kawakita 
Kashiko Kawakita was married to Nagamasa Kawakita, founder of the Towa 
Shoji Company. The Towa was established in 1928 as a foreign film import and 
distribution company with a focus on high quality German films.42 Mellen explains that, 
unlike other Japanese production companies at the time, the Towa Shoji (which would 
later merge with the Toho) was not just a commercial apparatus for the distribution of 
film; instead, it had “set itself the cultural tasks of making Japanese cinema known and 
valued abroad and of introducing foreign cinema to an insular Japan” (59). The 
Kawakitas were pioneers of international film distribution and allowed generations of 
                                                       
40 PCF, PCF 15 B1, Programme de la Cinémathèque. La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. 
June 18, 2015. 
41 PCF, PCF 16 B1, Programme de la Cinémathèque. La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. 
June 18, 2015. 
42 An example would be Metropolis (Jacobsen 49). 
  
35 
young Japanese students, critics, historians and filmmakers to discover European films.43 
Like Henri Langlois, Kashiko Kawakita believed that cinema was a gateway for cultural 
exchange and her efforts led Mme Kawakita to be remembered as “the single most 
significant figure in shaping the taste of Westerners toward Japan through its remarkable 
cinema” (Mellen 60). In 1960, in collaboration with The National Museum of Modern 
Art in Tokyo, Mr. and Mrs. Kawakita established the Japan Film Library Council, an 
association inspired by the model of the Cinémathèque Française and dedicated to 
collecting, preserving and distributing Japanese cinema around the globe.44 
 After a thirteen-year absence from the Venice Film Festival, the Kawakitas 
returned to Venice to support the official nomination of Akira Kurosawa’s Rashōmon at 
the Festival in 1951. In his article for Sight and Sound, Robinson credits the Kawakitas’ 
skillful diplomacy and personal popularity with playing a major part in getting 
Kurosowa’s film accepted at the Festival (Travels 255). Nagamasa Kawakita also 
returned to Venice in 1953, as Chief of the Japanese Delegation and as a representative of 
the Toho Co., where he served on the Board of Directors. As Mme Kawakita recalls, her 
husband “presented two feature films from Japan there: Sengoku Burai (Sword for Hire), 
a period drama by Hiroshi Inagaki, and Entotsu no Mieru Basho (Where Chimneys Are 
Seen), a modern film by Heinosuke Gosho” (Jacobsen 49). It was in Berlin that Mme 
Kawakita met Lotte Eisner, who worked at the Cinémathèque Française with Henri 
                                                       
43 By 1938, the Towa company was the largest company to import European films into Japan, 
with an average of thirty films per year.  
44 www.arsenal-berlin.de, “Homage to Madame Kawakita: 24 Japanese Classics,” May 2011. 
After Mme Kawakita’s death in 1982, the institution was renamed Kawakita Memorial Film 
Institute to honor her pioneering efforts. 
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Langlois. This encounter would lead to a lifelong partnership and friendship between 
Mme Kawakita and Langlois.45   
 
Madame Kawakita meets Henri Langlois 
 In a text “Meeting with Lotte Eisner,” published in 50 Years Berlinale, Kashiko 
Kawakita recalls how Langlois was instrumental in helping her recognize the importance 
of film libraries for preserving and screening films that would otherwise be lost to 
posterity: 
During the festival, the most significant rencontre for me was with Lotte Eisner, 
curator of La Cinémathèque Française. The moment I was introduced to her, we 
became friends. She was busy collecting posters, stills, seeing film after film, 
negotiating with the producers to show their films at the Cinémathèque. She 
taught me everything necessary to run a Cinémathèque. Later on in Paris, she 
introduced me to Henri Langlois and I found in him a genius and an ardent film 
lover. He helped me to organize my small Cinémathèque Japonaise – now 
Kawakita Memorial Film Institute. (Jacobsen 49)  
 
In 1955, only two years after their first meeting, Mme Kawakita and Langlois realized 
their first joint effort to promote a cinematographic cultural exchange between Japan and 
France. With her new position as founder and Head of the Japanese Cinematheque, 
Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, Mme Kawakita ensured that Japanese cinema held a 
prominent role in the Cinémathèque Française’s major commemorative exhibit, 300 
Years of Cinematography – 60 Years of Cinema (300 Années de Cinématographie, 60 
Ans de Cinéma).46 Organized by Langlois with the Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris to 
                                                       
45 Lotte Eisner (1896-1983) was a German-French film critic and historian. She worked alongside 
Henri Langlois from 1945 until her retirement in 1975 and was Langlois’ most trusted emissary.  
46 The title demonstrates Henri Langlois’ genealogical approach to cinema and photography 
which was inspired by André Bazin’s ideas stipulated in his text published in 1945 “The 
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mark the sixtieth anniversary of the invention of cinema, the exhibit was the 
Cinémathèque’s largest endeavor to date. Mme Kawakita attended the opening 
celebration. The event showed “Treasures of the 7th art” and exemplifies the 
Cinémathèque’s pioneering efforts to cooperate with film archives to promote cinematic 
exchange. During the event, the Cinémathèque screened films assembled for the previous 
twenty years, including “films shared by the various participating national members of 
the International Federation of Film Archives (FIAF), and other films belonging to 
Foreign Museums or private collections.”47 The exhibit’s committee also reflected the 
organization’s international nature, including Iris Barry, Founder and President of the 
International Federation of Film Archive (FIAF)48 and Vice-President of the Museum of 
Modern Art Film Library in New York; André Thirifays, General Secretary of the Royal 
Belgian Film Archive and Henri Langlois.  
 In the introduction to the exhibit’s catalogue, the Cinémathèque Française 
emphasized the importance of maintaining a global perspective on the history of cinema 
and insisted on recognizing and remembering the “direct ancestors of cinematography 
such as Chinese shadow puppets, Japanese scrolls (…) and all the other sources upon 
                                                       
Ontology of the Photographic Image” (Baudry and Cohen, 166-170). Not only are photography 
and cinema seen as sisterly arts, but Langlois retraces the development of photography to 
Giambattista della Porta’s invention of the “camera obscura,” the first working camera created 
following experiments with lenses and mirrors in the 17th-century.  
47 PCF, PCF 17 B1, 300 Years of Cinematography – 60 Years of Cinema. La Cinémathèque 
Française, Paris, France. June 18, 2015. 
48 The International Federation of Film Archives (FIAF) was founded June 7, 1938 with the goal 
of “rigorously excluding any institutions or organizations which use their films for a commercial 
purpose” (Houston 60).  
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pioneers drew.”49 The majority of this written history revolves around French, American, 
German, Italian, Swedish and Soviet cinema. However, in spite of the Western focus, 
there is a full-page, still photograph of Mizoguchi’s Ugetsu Monogatari. The catalogue 
narrative also paid tribute to the Lumière brothers, inventors of the cinematograph,  - the 
only device capable of both recording and screening a movie. In particular, the brothers 
were thanked for having sent technicians all over the world to train operators to work the 
machine that allowed “for the first time men of cities and the countryside to see each 
other, allowing them to get close, to see each other living, to know each other, to feel like 
brothers and confront their destiny together.”50  
While the majority of the exhibit resulted from collaborations with other European film 
archives, at the heart of Langlois’ project was a desire to engage international institutions 
in worldwide efforts to preserve films.  
 The Exhibit was such a success that the city of Paris agreed to prolong the 
program until November 15, 1955. This joint effort reinforced the cooperation between 
Kawakita and Langlois, and they quickly came up with the idea of a reciprocal exchange 
to distribute 150 French films in Tokyo and 150 Japanese films in Paris. In a 1977 
interview entitled Legacy of a Friendship, Interview with Kashiko Kawakita 9/11/77, 
Kawakita recalls how her meeting with Langlois evolved from a desire to exchange 
                                                       
49 In the original French: «  (…) les ancêtres directs de la Cinématographie, les ombres chinoises, 
les rouleaux japonais, les chambers noires […] et toutes ces sources où nos pionniers ont puisé? » 
PCF, PCF 17 B1, 300 Years of Cinematography – 60 Years of Cinema. La Cinémathèque 
Française, Paris, France. June 18, 2015.  
50 PCF, PCF 17 B1, 300 Years of Cinematography – 60 Years of Cinema. La Cinémathèque 
Française, Paris, France. June 18, 2015. 
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French and Japanese films on a grand scale into a friendship, and how Langlois assisted 
her with organizing a private film library (Stone 446).  
 
The collaboration of the Cinémathèque Française and the Japanese Cinematheque 
 In 1956, Henri Langlois continued his efforts to promote Japanese Cinema in 
France. In collaboration with the Japanese Cinematheque, the Cinémathèque Française 
organized 25 Years of Cinema. In its exhibition catalogue, the Cinémathèque Française 
explains:  
With the help of the Japanese Cinematheque, Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, we 
would have liked to open the window, to project the hundred or so movies 
necessary to illustrate the development of Japan’s cinematographic art, but there 
is hardly anything left: war and fire have left a gap in Japan, and their best films, 
produced for the last fifty years, no longer remain in the hands of those who 
wanted to preserve them.51 
 
With such a shortage of extant Japanese films, the 25 Years of Cinema included a special 
Kurosawa exhibit. The catalogue’s “Homage to Kurosawa” justifies the inclusion of his 
entire œuvre as only logical: 
It makes sense on the occasion of the Cinémathèque’s 20th anniversary, that, with 
the help of the Japanese Cinematheque, Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, the 
Cinémathèque should try to compensate for this shortcoming by making the 
                                                       
51 In the original French: « Nous aurions souhaité avec l’aide de la Cinémathèque du Musée d’Art 
Moderne de Tokio, ouvrir la fenêtre, projeter les quelques cent films nécessaires à l’illustration du 
développement de l’art cinématographique japonais, mais il n’en reste presque plus rien: la guerre 
et le feu ont fait le vide au Japon et les meilleurs des films, produits depuis cinquante ans, ne sont 
plus entre les mains de ceux qui espéraient les conserver. » PCF 18 B1, 25 Years of Cinema. 
Hommage à Kurosawa. La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. Page 62. June 18, 2015. 
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nearly complete works of Kurosawa available to all those who were dazzled by 
Rashōmon and Seven Samurai (Shichinin no samurai).52   
The catalogue briefly retraces France’s minimal exposure to Japanese cinema and 
recognizes how Rashōmon helped further cinematic cultural exchange between France 
and Japan: 
Rashōmon definitively revealed Japan’s cinematographic art to the world as one 
of the richest and most original. One of the oldest, too, since its first 
manifestations go back almost to the time of the Lumière brothers and Pathé. It’s 
also one of the least well known as only one of its films was screened in France in 
1931,53 and only a handful of people, including André Gide, were able to admire 
the first adaptation of Symphonie Pastorale, filmed in Japan around 1936. Despite 
the tremendous success of Rashōmon and the films screened in Paris or at various 
international festivals, can we really say that we know Japanese film production 
and its varied facets?54 
 
The program screened eight of Kurosawa’s films, ranging from his first production in 
1943 to a film made in 1954. The films vary from the famous Rashōmon and newly 
acclaimed Seven Samurai to Kurosawa’s first samurai film, Judo Saga (Sugata Sanshiro), 
                                                       
52 In the original French: “C’est pourquoi il était normal qu’à l’occasion de son vingtième 
anniversaire, la Cinémathèque française, avec l’aide de la Cinémathèque du Musée d’Art 
Moderne de Tokio et des responsables du Cinéma japonais, essaie de combler cette lacune, en 
mettant à disposition de tous ceux que Roshomon (sic) et Les Sept Samouraï ont éblouis, un 
ensemble presque complet de l’œuvre de KUROSAWA. » PCF 18 B1, 25 Years of Cinema. 
Hommage à Kurosawa. La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. Page 62. June 18, 2015. 
53 My research indicates that the text most likely refers to the screening of Children in the Wind, 
screened at the end of the 1930s. 
54 In the original French: “Roshomon (sic) révéla définitivement au monde l’art 
cinématographique japonais, comme l’un des plus riches, l’un des plus originaux. L’un des plus 
anciens aussi puisque ses premières manifestations remontent presque au temps des Frères 
Lumière et de Pathé. L’un des plus inconnus puisque seul un de ses films fut projeté en France en 
1931 et que, seules, quelques personnes purent admirer, avec André Gide, la première adaptation 
cinématographique de la Symphonie pastorale, tournée au Japon vers 1936. Malgré l’immense 
succès de Roshomon (sic) et des films japonais projetés à Paris ou dans les différents festivals 
internationaux, peut-on dire que nous connaissons réellement la production japonaise, dans ses 
aspects divers ? » PCF, PCF 18 B1, 25 Years of Cinema. Hommage à Kurosawa. La 
Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. Page 62. June 18, 2015. 
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and to The Men Who Trail on Tiger’s Tail (Tora no owo fumu Otokotachi), the little-
known comic film adaptation of a Kabuki play.55 The program also screened No Regret 
for My Youth (Waga Seishun ni Kuinashi), the real-life story of a young man in revolt 
against Japanese militarism who pays with his life for his refusal to enlist, and whose 
fiancée takes over his fight after he dies; Drunken Angel (Yoidore Tenshi), the story of an 
old and alcoholic doctor who tries to help a young gangster with tuberculosis; and Living 
(Ikiru), the story of a terminally ill petty bureaucrat who, to give meaning to his life, 
battles a greedy corporation to ensure that a playground is erected. Finally, it showed the 
first part of The Idiot (Hakushi), where Kurosawa transposes Dostoyevsky’s novel to a 
snowy Japanese island in 1900.  
 While the Cinémathèque Française also screened Sõ Yamamura’s The Crab 
Cannery Boat (Kanikosen) and Mizoguchi’s The Life of Oharu (Saikaku Ichidai Onna), 
the majority of the Japanese selection continued to reflect a focus on Kurosawa’s work, 
an interest that culminated in a Kurosawa Retrospective in the Fall 1957/Spring 1958 
seasons.56 The majority of French film critics at Cahiers attended the Kurosawa 
Retrospective and passionately attacked the films they disliked. The majority of Cahiers’ 
                                                       
55 Kabuki is a Japanese traditional form of theater, which originated in the Edo period at the 
beginning of the seventeenth century and was particularly popular among townspeople. 
Originally, both men and women acted in Kanuki plays but later, only male actors performed the 
plays. This tradition remains to the present day, so that all roles in Kabuki play are performed by 
men. Kabuki plays are about historical events and moral conflict in relationships of the heart. The 
actors speak in a monotone voice and are accompanied by traditional Japanese instruments. 
Important characteristics of Kabuki theater include its own particular music, costumes, stage 
devices and props as well as specific plays, language and acting styles, such as the mie, in which 
the actor holds a picturesque pose to establish his character. United Nations Educational 
Scientific and Cutlural Organization. “Kabuki ‘Third Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral 
and Intangible Heritage of Humanity.’”UNESCO, 2005. 
56 PCF 19 B1 (1957) and PCF 20 B 1 (1958). Kurosawa Retrospective. La Cinémathèque 
Française. Paris. France. June 18, 2015.  
  
42 
critics harshly criticized Kurosawa’s filmography in a series of heated articles, where 
they championed Mizoguchi at the expense of Kurosawa. These debates, to be detailed in 
Chapter 6, help illustrate the paradoxical inner workings of the politique des auteurs. 
Cahiers’ reaction to the Kurosawa Retrospective also represents a pivotal moment in the 
young Turks’ critical independence. Until that point, the young cinephiles had generally 
supported Langlois’ efforts and agreed with his taste in films. The fact that they overtly 
refused to welcome Kurosawa as an auteur points to an emancipation from influences 
and demonstrates the divisive nature of the politique des auteurs. 
 By April 1958 the voices of the politique des auteurs had created such a powerful 
polemic within the cinephilic world in France that the judgments and tastes of the young 
Turks could not be ignored. The tables had turned. The pupils were now influencing the 
teacher. After insisting on having more screenings of Mizoguchi’s oeuvre at the 
Cinémathèque Française, the young Turks were granted their wish. The Cinémathèque 
Française validated Cahiers’ preference for Mizoguchi and honored Mizoguchi by 
organizing an ‘Homage to Mizoguchi’ which included the screening of Osaka Elegy 
(Naniwa Elegy), Women of the Night (Yoru no onnatachi), A Portrait of Madame Yuki 
(Yuki Fujin Ezu), Lady Musashino, The Life of Oharu, Ugestu, A Story from Chikamatsu 
(Chikamatsu Monogatari), The Woman in the Rumor (Uwasa no onna), Princess Yang 
Kwei-Fei.    
 The young critics drew on this special event to definitively crown Mizoguchi as 
one of the greatest auteurs of all times. The critics presented a united front in Cahiers’ 
special feature on Mizoguchi (Cahiers 81, March 1958) and collectively concurred that 
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he was one of the best, if not the best, auteur. Just as they had done with Hawks and 
Rossellini or Hitchcock, each critic laid out evidence to demonstrate Mizoguchi’s genius 
and further articulate their own idea of mise en scène, the concept at the heart of the 
essence of cinema. 
 It was not until 1963 that the Cinémathèque Française retreated from exclusively 
screening films by Kurosawa and Mizoguchi, the two Japanese directors most famous in 
France. In June 1963, just a couple of days after moving to its new location in the Palais 
de Chaillot, the Cinémathèque Française launched Masterpieces and Panorama of 
Japanese Cinema (1898-1961).57 André Malraux, the French Minster of the State in 
charge of Cultural Affairs, and his Excellency, Toru Hagiwara, Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and Japanese Ambassador to France, were both in attendance to help celebrate the 
exhibit’s inauguration. The Cinémathèque’s legitimacy and influence in global cinema 
was illustrated by the fact that it received authorization to screen films by the vast 
majority of Japanese film production companies: Daiei, Daito Films S.A., Genai 
Productions, Kindai Eiga Association, Nikkatsu, Ningen Production, Ninjin Club, P.C.L., 
Shinsei, Shochiku, Toei, Toho and Tokyo Hassei. The working committee included Mme 
Kawakita and Henri Langlois.  
 Masterpieces and Panorama of Japanese Cinema (1898-1961) was a monumental 
project that screened ninety-eight Japanese films.  In the introduction to the exhibit’s 
brochure, the Cinémathèque Française justified the event by explaining that “Japanese 
                                                       
57 PCF, PCF 25 B2. Chefs-d’œuvre et panorama du cinéma japonais (1898-1961), Cinémathèque 
Française. Paris, France.1963. June 18, 2015.  
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cinema is actually unknown to us.”58 The opening sentence demonstrates that even a 
decade after Rashōmon was screened at Venice in 1951, Japanese cinema remained a 
mystery to French audiences. The films that were shown represented only a fraction of 
the rich history of this national cinema: 
 We know some Mizoguchi films.  
We were able to see Kurosawa’s main works at the Cinémathèque.   
The Crab Cannery Boat (Kanikosen), Okasan, Children of Hiroshima (Gembaku 
no ko), The Street Without the Sun (Taiyo no nai machi) and The Naked Island 
(Hadaka no Shima) made us appreciate the strength of a certain social movement 
as well as the names of Naruse, Yamamoto, Shindo and Yamamura.  
Gate of Hell (Jigoku-mon) made us discover an enchanted world where color still 
participates in daily life. Once again, we positioned Kinugasa as one of directors 
who most represented Japanese cinema.  
The advent of talkies, and more importantly the changes that marked the end of 
the Avant-Garde and the first art screening rooms, delayed the distribution of 
Japanese films in the West by almost twenty years, despite the success of 
Japanese cinema.  
Neither the screening of Children in the Wind (Kaze no naka no kodomo) at the 
end of the 1930s, nor that The War at Sea from Hawaii to Malay (Hawai mare oki 
                                                       
58 In the original French: “Le Cinéma Japonais nous est, en fait, inconnu.” PCF, PCF 25 B2. 
Chefs-d’œuvre et panorama du cinéma japonais (1898-1961), Cinémathèque Française. Paris, 
France. 1963. June 18, 2015.  
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kaisen), during the war, are remembered.   
Even in Venice, Japanese cinema went unnoticed.59  
 
 The scale of Masterpieces and Panorama of Japanese Cinema (1898-1961) 
illustrates that the Cinémathèque Française continued its efforts to vigorously promote 
Japanese cinema in France. The project aimed at enlarging spectators’ experience of 
Japanese cinema and at educating the public. The brochure listed the ninety-eight films 
shown during this event, including a synopsis for each film and biographical information 
about their directors.  
 This event marked the first effort by a French organization to bring a historical 
perspective to the understanding of Japanese cinema. Of the essence was to screen the 
largest possible variety of genres, periods, and directors. In addition, the event also tried 
to bring a non-Western perspective to bear through close collaboration with the Japanese 
Cinematheque, including the publication of The Best Japanese Films since 1926, a list 
created by the Japanese Cinematheque, Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo.   
                                                       
59 In the original French: “ Nous connaissons quelques Mizoguchi. Nous avons pu voir à la 
Cinémathèque les principaux Kurosawa. Les Bateaux de l’Enfer, Okasan, Les Enfants 
d’Hiroshima, Quartier sans Soleil et L’île nue firent apprécier la force d’un certain courant social 
ainsi que les noms de Naruse, de Yamomoto, de Shindo, de Yamamura. Les Portes de l’Enfer 
nous firent découvrirent l’enchantement d’un univers où la couleur participe encore à la vie 
quotidienne. Kinugasa, pour la seconde fois, se trouvait ainsi placé par nous parmi les cinéastes 
les plus représentatifs de l’Art Cinématographique Japonais. L’avènement du parlant, et surtout 
des bouleversements qui marquèrent la fin de l’Avant-Garde et des premières salles d’essai, 
retarda de près de vint ans, malgré le succès de Nippon, la distribution des films japonais en 
Occident. Ni la projection des Enfants dans le Vent, à la fin des années 30, ni celle durant la 
guerre des Volontaires de la Mort, ne sauraient entrer en ligne de compte et, d’ailleurs, qui s’en 
souvient ? Même à Venise, le Cinéma Japonais passait inaperçu.” PCF, PCF 25 B2. Chefs-
d’œuvre et panorama du cinéma japonais (1898-1961), Cinémathèque Française. Paris, France. 
1963. June 18, 2015.  
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 The friendship with between Mme Kawakita and the Cinémathèque Française was 
officially celebrated in 2008 with the organization of an Homage to Madame Kawakita.60 
To celebrate the hundredth anniversary of her birth and recognize her contribution to the 
international exchange of film culture and preservation, the Cinémathèque Française 
organized a special screening of twenty-four Japanese films directed by eight 
cinematographers who were awarded the Kawakita Foundation Prize in recognition of 
their contribution to Japanese cinema.61 
  
Japanese Demonstrations of Support for Langlois 
 In addition to his friendship with Mme Kawakita, Langlois became personal 
friends with the many filmmakers whose works he screened, including Akira Kurosawa, 
whose films he had continuously supported and promoted at the Cinémathèque Française. 
As the years passed, Mme Kawakita and Kurosawa both took the opportunity to 
demonstrate their allegiance to Langlois. In 1968, when the French Minister of Cultural 
Affairs, André Malraux, tried to fire Langlois and shut down the foundation, Langlois 
resigned from his post as General Secretary of the International Federation of Film 
                                                       
60 Homage to Mme Kawakita. Cinémathèque Française, accessed online. June 2015. 
http://www.cinematheque.fr/article/526.html 
61 The Kawakita Prize began in 1983 to honor individuals who represent Japanese culture through 
cinema. Amongst the winners are: Donald Richie, the film historian; Serge Silberman, producer; 
and Toshiro Mifune, actor. In addition, the following directors have received the award: Akira 
Kurosawa, Nagisa Oshima, Kaneto Shindo, Shohei Imamura, Kon Ichikawa, Sumiko Haneda, 
Yoji Yamada, Seijun Suzuki. 
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Archives and “some old associates followed him out, including Mme Kawakita” 
(Houston 64).62 
 This event drew outrage from Cahiers’ critics who by now became the famous 
French New Wave directors, who in turn organized the Committee for the Defense of the 
Cinémathèque to try to reinstate Langlois. In a letter dated February 27, 1968 and 
addressed to Langlois’ successor as President of the Cinémathèque, the Committee 
notified him that they would be withdrawing their films from future screenings there. In 
his letter, Kurosawa states: “I graciously entrusted films to the Cinémathèque. Because 
these films are no longer in M. Henri Langlois’ possession, I am obliged to notify you 
that I refuse to have any screening of these films.”63 The files indicate that Akira 
Kurosawa along with Kashiko Kawakita (General Director of the Japan Film Library 
Council), Kogo Noda on behalf of Yosujizo Ozu, Kon Ichikawa, and Nagasi Oshima all 
signed the letter.64 
In his preface to the biography of Henri Langlois, Akira Kurosawa expresses his 
indebtedness to the Head of the Cinémathèque Française for “passionately urging [him] 
to make color films” (Myrent, G. Langlois ix). For many years, Kurosawa clung to black 
and white cinematography, avoiding the use of color. But as Kurosawa explains in a 1986 
interview with John Powers: 
Many…years ago…Henri Langlois, took me aside and told me that I had to make 
films in color. He showed me Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible and said, “Look, 
Eisenstein was doing this many years ago and getting very good results. You must 
try.” But I felt at the time that the technology of color film wasn’t good enough 
                                                       
62 Penelope Houston, editor of Sight and Sound and film critic. 
63 CDF 15-B7. Correspondence. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. June 17, 2015. 
64 CDF 15-B7. Correspondence. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. June 17, 2015. 
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for what I wanted to do, and that’s why I kept making black-and-white films. But 
I was inspired by what Langlois said – and I did want to try to – so I made 
Dodes’kaden as a kind of color experiment, and since then everything I have done 
has been in color. (Cardullo 135) 
 
Even after Langlois’ death, Kurosawa maintained his appreciation for Langlois, to whom 
he “dedicated the Palme d’Or” (the highest prize at Cannes) he received at the 33rd 
Cannes Festival for his film Kagemusha “to his friend Henri Langlois.”65 
 
 
                                                       
65 The original French transcript of Kurosawa’s acceptance speach with the journalist Michel 
Durker: “Je voudrais ajouter que monsieur Kurosawa m'a demandé, à la mi-journée, d'ajouter à 
son message, qu'il offrait, qu'il dédiait ce film à son ami, Henri Langlois.” “Palme d’Or ex-aequo 
pour Akira Kurosawa et Bob Fosse.” Vidéo. Cérémonie de clôture du 33ème Festival de Cannes. 
Cannes, France: TF1, May 23, 1980. Fresques.ina.fr. ina.fr. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
The Revelation of Rashōmon 
 
 The attribution of the Golden Lion Award to the the Japanese film Rashōmon at 
the Venice Film Festival in 1951 is widely credited with launching Japanese cinema in 
the West.66 Directed by Akira Kurosawa, Rashōmon had such a monumental impact on 
French critics that, for the next decade, the film became the reference point for all 
subsequent critical reviews of Japanese cinema. In this chapter, I will demonstrate how 
Cahiers’ critics initially evaluated Rashōmon and how they gradually altered their 
reviews in keeping with their critical positions and politics.  
 Rashōmon is a black-and-white film set in 11th-century Japan. Its three 
characters—a priest, a woodcutter and a commoner—are caught in torrential rains and 
take refuge under the ruined gates of Rashōmon that adorn the entrance of the imperial 
city of Kyoto. As the three men wait for the storm to pass, they discuss disturbing events 
that have taken place in an adjoining forest, where a samurai was either murdered or 
committed suicide and his wife was raped. Although a thief has been convicted for these 
crimes, it remains unclear whether justice was served.  Through the use of flashbacks, 
multiple accounts of the story are given from the points of view of the woodcutter (who 
gives two accounts, one in court and one under the gate), the policemen, the thief, the 
samurai’s wife, and the spirit of the dead samurai. Each version is vastly different from 
                                                       
66 Prior to 1951, only two Japanese films had been entered in the Official Selection of the Venice 
Film Festival: Nippon Nippon by Katsudo Shashin, which received an Honorary Diploma in 
1934, and four years later, Gonon no Sekkoheu by Tomotaka Tasakaone, which received no 
awards.  
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the others, and it turns out, each is designed to serve the storyteller’s own interest and 
preserve his or her honor.  
 This nonlinear approach to storytelling was not only unconventional at the time, 
but it also demonstrated the inherently indecipherable nature of truth. At first the critics at 
Cahiers welcomed Rashōmon as a symbol of cinema’s global progress. They were eager 
to position themselves as leaders in cinematic taste-making and based their admiration of 
the film on a culturally constructed image of Japan, largely influenced by 19th-century 
Japanese art. However, once Rashōmon was embraced by mainstream culture, Cahiers’ 
critics shifted their position to discredit the film and its director, in an effort to maintain 
their role as trendsetters.  
 
Cahiers’ First Review of Rashōmon 
 Joseph-Marie Lo Duca, one of Cahiers’ co-founders, was the first critic to review 
Rashōmon. Duca saw the film when it premiered in Venice, and, in his article, he recalls 
that Rashōmon was the festival’s unmistakable favorite, “the Japanese film that could not 
have failed to win the Lion of Saint Mark given the unanimity of the greatest directors 
and the best critics (not to mention the public)” (Cahiers 6, November, 1951: 34).67 In 
addition to endorsing the jury’s choice, Lo Duca observed, “Rashōmon is no doubt the 
surprise of the year.” (Cahiers 6, 35)68 Lo Duca explains that the West could not even 
imagine being that surprised by such “such technical perfection, such an astounding 
                                                       
67 In the original French : « Le film japonais qui ne pouvait pas ne pas avoir le Lion de Saint-
Marc, après l’unanimité des plus grands réalisateurs et des meilleurs critiques (sans oublier le 
public) » (Cahiers 6, 34). 
68 In the original French: “Rashōmon est sans doute la surprise de l’année” (Cahiers 6, 35). 
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courage in its search for means, such narrative daring and originality” (Cahiers 6, 35).69 
In other words, Rashōmon revealed to the Western world that Japanese cinema could 
equal, and even surpass, the most esteemed productions of other countries.  
 Despite Lo Duca’s enthusiasm for Kurosawa’s narrative ingenuity, his technical 
perfection,70 and his mastery of formal cinematographic elements, these were not the only 
factors that led to Lo Duca’s surprise and admiration: he believed that the fact that 
European viewers did not understand the Japanese language only helped enhance the 
film:  
The film offers five accounts (three of them very detailed) of the same story told 
by different eyewitnesses, one of them a dead man, who is supposedly does not lie 
and who lies all the same…This challenge alone – combined with a language far 
removed from us – demonstrates the greatness of the film. (Cahiers 6, 35)71 
Rashōmon’s very foreignness turned out to be one of the attributes that most influenced 
this critic’s positive evaluation of the work.   
 As early as 1951, cinephiles and film enthusiasts at Cahiers differentiated 
themselves from mainstream French critics by embracing global film culture. However, 
                                                       
69 In the original French: “L’Occident n’imaginait même pas qu’on pût le surprendre avec une 
telle perfection technique, un courage aussi éblouissant dans la recherche des moyens, un élan du 
conte aussi déroutant » (Cahiers 6, 35). 
70 The French audience was not aware at that time that the screenplay of Rashōmon, written by 
Akira Kurosawa and Shinobu Hashimoto, was a cinematic adaptation of two short stories 
“Rashōmon” (1915) and “In a Grove” (1921), by Ryunosuke Akutagawa, the latter of which 
already presented this narrative ingenuity.  
71 In the original French: “Pourtant le film nous propose cinq fois (dont trois très détaillées) la 
même histoire, vue par des témoins différents, dont un mort, qui est censé ne pas mentir et qui 
ment quand même… A elle seule cette gageure – unie à un langage bien loin de nous – prouve la 
grandeur du film » (Cahiers 6, 35). 
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very few Japanese films had been imported into France by that point.72 Georges Sadoul, a 
well-established film historian with extensive knowledge of global cinemas, gave this 
account of what French critics generally knew about Japanese cinema at the time 
Rashōmon was released:  
Japanese cinema is hardly known in France. We’ve shown fewer than a dozen 
films in thirty years. At most we know – somewhat vaguely – that the first Denki 
Kan (or electric theaters) were created in Tokyo around 1905; that the growth of 
screening rooms quickly led to a small national production (sometimes sponsored 
by the French firm Pathé); that Japanese cinema’s real boom began after 1914; 
and that film production quickly grew to several hundred films per year. (Cahiers 
28, November, 1953: 10)73 
 
Japan was simply not a cinematographic blipp on these cinephiles’ radar. Cahiers had no 
idea that, within Japanese culture, cinema was an art form that held a dominant position. 
Faced with the unforeseen and astonishing revelation of Rashōmon, Cahiers’ critics were 
at a loss to explain the film, its origins, its genre and its larger meaning. Indeed, although 
Lo Duca hailed the film, he included only a very short review in his coverage of the 
Venice Film Festival. Lo Duca did not analyze or discuss the film beyond his assertation 
that it was a “revelation.”  
 Critics at Cahiers were so surprised that a Japanese director could produce such a 
sophisticated film that, from that point on, they became solely focused on gauging 
                                                       
72 For example, in Cahiers’ annual listing of all the films shown in France in 1951, Rashōmon 
was the only Japanese film to be listed among the 431 films that had been screened in Paris 
(Cahiers 10, March, 1951: 38).  
73 In the original French: « Le cinéma japonais est très peu connu en France. On n’a pas projeté 
depuis trente ans une douzaine de films nippons sur nos écrans. Tout au plus sait-on – assez 
confusément – que les premiers Denki Kan (ou Théâtres électriques) se fondèrent à Tokio vers 
1905, que la multiplication des salles entraîna bientôt une petite production nationale (parfois 
commanditée par la firme française Pathé), que le véritable essor du cinéma nippon débuta après 
1914, et que la production atteignit bientôt plusieurs centaines de films par an » (Cahiers 28,10). 
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whether Rashōmon constituted an “extraordinary exception among Japanese films” or 
was “a typical example of the country’s superior production” (Cahiers 13, June, 1952: 
24).74  
 
Comparative Modeling 
 Greg M. Smith points out in his study of film criticism that “film reviewing is a 
comparative exercise, construing the unknown (the new film) in terms of what one 
already knows” (115). Comparative modeling, or using referent films as models to make 
judgments of new films, is a useful tool in film criticism. Cahiers’ critics often developed 
arguments that relied “on knowledge of tendencies within the appropriate national 
cinema, an understanding of the auteur’s oeuvre and a film’s place within it, an 
awareness of the stars’ constructed images, or a familiarity with the film’s genre 
convention” (Smith 115). By the early 1950s, Cahiers’ critics had developed an in-depth 
knowledge of French and American cinema, but their critical methods relied heavily on 
analyzing films within an overarching French cultural system. They associated films with 
other artistic forms, such as literature and painting, or placed them within a wider 
historical and sociological framework. Rashōmon, therefore, posed a problem for 
Cahiers’ critics because they found themselves in the difficult position of having to form 
an opinion on a national product with no knowledge of its cinematic culture or its history.  
 
                                                       
74 In the original French: « Rashõmon constituait-il une extraordinaire exception parmi les films 
nippons ou était-ce un exemple typique de la production supérieure de ce pays? » (Cahiers 13, 
24). Nippon in French is a direct translation of Nihon which means the country of Japan in 
Japanese. 
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Bazin: Cahiers’ Theoretical Father  
 In April 1952, a few months after Rashõmon’s award in Venice, André Bazin 
initiated a larger discussion of Kurosawa’s film in France-Observateur.75 He not only 
articulated a deeper analysis of the film’s merits, but also tried to explain why this film 
was particularly confounding to French critics. Bazin opened his article by stating that 
“the quality, originality, and importance of a work like Rashōmon are deeply 
disconcerting for critics” (Global Cinema 155).76 In Bazin’s opinion, film critics 
struggled to review Rashōmon because the film utilized cinematographic techniques that 
were familiar to Westerners while “plunging the viewer from the oustet into an aesthetic 
universe that is absolutely Oriental” (Global Cinema 155).77 Through this line of 
reasoning, a Westerner watching Rashōmon would experience a ‘strangely familiar’ 
feeling because Kurosawa used Western means to express Eastern ideas.78 In this case, 
Kurosawa’s technical aesthetics, elements such as editing and camera movements were 
ascribed to mature and solid assimilation of Western traditions.  
 The arguments Bazin makes in his article are seminal, and upon closer analysis it 
becomes clear that he understood the film’s landmark role differently than did his peers. 
                                                       
75 The original French article “Rashōmon” France-Observateur, 24 April, 1952 was published in 
the chapter “Leçon de Style du cinéma japonais” in Bazin’s Cinéma de la Cruauté and was later 
translated and published in Bert Cardullo, Bazin on Global Cinema: 1948-1958, 155-158. 
76 In the original French : « La qualité, l’originalité et l’importance d’une œuvre comme 
Rashōmon sont profondément déroutantes pour la critique” (Leçon de style du Cinéma Japonais 
211). 
77 In the original French : « En effet, elle (sic) [la qualité, l’originalité et l’importance] jette 
d’emblée le spectateur dans un univers esthétique absolument oriental » (Leçon de style du 
Cinéma Japonais 211). 
78 In psychological terms, one can’t help but think of Sigmund Freud’s concept of the uncanny, 
which he designated as Das unheimliche - the presence of both the familiar and the strange.  
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Bazin’s position would later lead to an editorial rift, intensified by the politique des 
auteurs, between him and his younger colleagues. 
 Bazin’s review sheds light on the Eurocentric mindset of the French film 
community of the early 1950s when he brazenly dismisses the value of other global 
cinemas: 
Indian movies are slow; those from Egypt are elementary and therefore don’t 
count: a series of filters seems to come between us and the stories such films tell. 
These filters are not the same as physical or emotional awkwardness; instead, they 
determine certain characteristics of filmic technique: shot length, slowness of 
acting, simplicity of editing, the absence of ellipses, and so forth. (Global Cinema 
155) 
For French critics at the time, film was a Western art, governed by French, American and 
Italian cinemas. Cahiers’ critics assumed that other nations, especially non-Western or 
smaller nations, were still developing the art of cinema and were not on a par with the 
West. By contrast, however, Rashōmon demonstrated a prowess so inspired by Western 
methods that it did not “filter” the viewer’s understanding. Bazin praised the film’s 
ability to stand alongside its Western counterparts: 
The filmic technique of Rashōmon is far less alienating than that of any Soviet 
picture. The artfulness of the staging and directing in this film thus implies not 
only technological means of the same caliber as those of Hollywood but also total 
possession of the expressive resources of cinema. Editing, deep-focus shooting, 
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framing, and camera movement all serve the narrative here with equal freedom 
and proficiency. (Global Cinema 155) 
Bazin’s commentary points to certain idea of foreign cinema.  
 Unraveling France’s long-standing fascination with Japanese aesthetics is beyond 
this study, but it is important to note Japan’s influence on the Western imagination. 
According to Napier’s study on this topic, Japanese artistic influences in the West 
provided “a particularly flexible form of fantasy projection” because Japan was 
“untouched by colonialism” (Napier 31). Indeed, despite the fact that Japan was not 
colonized by European Empires in the 18th and 19th centuries, Japan’s relationship with 
Europe had an already robust tradition and France’s perception of Japan’s artistic heritage 
had already been disseminated through the Expositions Universelles of 1876, 1878 and 
1889, where Japanese arts and craft were prominently displayed (Conte-Helm 21).79 
These exchanges led to a wave of French fascination for Japanese theater, art, music and 
literature where the image of “the singular, the exotic, the nature-loving and naïve faces 
of Japan were viewed through the looking glass of European preconceptions” (Conte-
Helm 23). 
 
 
 
                                                       
79 Marie Conte-Helm explains that Japan and Europe began through trade in the 16th-century. The 
arrival of Commadore Perry in 1853 was followed within five years by the signing of commercial 
treaties between Japan, the United States and the major European powers – a process that helped 
in the transformation of Japan from a feudal isolationist kingdom into a modern industrial state 
(11). 
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The Legacy of Japonisme 
 Japonisme generally refers to the influence of Japanese aesthetics on European 
visual arts, particularly for impressionist painters like Edouard Manet, Henri de 
Toulouse-Lautrec, and Henri Rivière.80 Shortly after 1853, when Commodore Perry 
sailed in Tokyo harbor and opened the gates of Japan to the West, French collectors 
began importing Japanese art. Woodblock prints, known as ukiyo-e, were popular and 
appreciated for their miniaturism — the craft of expressing profundity or intensity of 
feeling within a limited space or time. Japonisme later became a social fad that 
influenced fashion, interior design, and gastronomy.81 As Japanese aesthetics continued to 
permeate French artistic and cultural domains, it is easy to imagine how the screening of 
Rashōmon could have reawakened a latent admiration for Japan’s visual aesthetics.82  
 What French cultural consumers understood to be Japan’s cult of beauty, its 
fascination with the ephemeral nature of the world, and its belief in constant renewal, 
with the zen maxim “Nothing remains, everything becomes,” ultimately led to clichéd 
characterizations. At one end of the spectrum, the French viewed “the Japanese as 
primitive people…not uncouth savages but simple souls who intuitively understood, and 
were therefore in tune with nature” (Evett, quoted in Napier 47). Japan’s political rise led 
                                                       
80 In her study of Japonisme in French culture, P. Genova defines Japonisme as “the presence of 
Japanese painting techniques, styles, motifs and compositional approaches in nineteenth-century 
French painting, and by extension, in the decorative arts of the era, through the introduction of 
Eastern media, materials, and formats into a variety of Western artistic studios and industrial 
designs” (Genova 453). The term Japonisme is credited to art critic Phillip Burty, who wrote 
several articles in 1872 on the movement in the magazine La Renaissance Littéraire.  
81 For studies on Japonisme in 19th-century Europe, see Napier and Evett, Lisa. The Critical 
Reception of Japanese Art in Late Nineteenth Century Europe. Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI 
Research Press, 1982. Print. Studies in the Fine Art. The Avant-Garde: 36. 
82 Those influenced by Japanese art in Europe include: artists Édouard Manet, Claude Monet, 
Vincent van Gogh, Edgard Degas and Henri de Toulouse-Lautric to cite a few. 
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to the emergence of a contrasting viewpoint: Japan was an aggressive nation. The 
Japanese had emerged victorious from the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-5 to become allied 
to Britain in the Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902 that engaged in a major conflict with 
Russia. The ominous image of an industrial and military rival gradually infiltrated 
Europe’s image of Japan, and Japan’s victory in the 1904-5 war “proved a turning-point 
in the relationship with Europe and heightened the Japanese concern with how they were 
viewed in the West” (Conte-Helm 23-24).  
 The duality inherent in France’s cultural construction of Japan as both a primitive 
country and an aggressive one can help us understand some remarks made by Bazin in 
his review of Rashōmon. Toward the end of his review, Bazin refers to Japan’s role in 
recent wars, noting both the 1905 victory over Russia and the attack on Pearl Harbor, and 
saying Japan’s twofold capacity “to assimilate the technology of Western civilization and 
still retain Eastern philosophy, ethics, and psychology” was difficult to comprehend 
(Leçon de Style 212).83 Japan’s defeat of the Russian forces in 1905 was the first time in 
modern history that an Asian power had defeated a European power, and the 1941 
surprise attack on the U.S. naval base of Pearl Harbor was a demonstration of Japan’s 
military strength and its scheming tactics. Both of Bazin’s historical references portray 
Japan as a silent and deadly threat to Europe and illustrate the projection of French bias 
on Japanese culture.  
                                                       
83 In the original French: “ La capacité japonaise à s’assimiler les techniques de la civilisation 
occidentale en conservant la métaphysique, l’éthique ou la psychologie orientale” (Leçon de Style 
du Cinéma Japonais 212).  
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 Hartmann concurs with Napier, adding that Japan’s military victory shifted the 
image of “the land of the geishas” into “the land of samurai as well” (146). The Japanese 
film industry came to embody a competitive nation state in the process of appropriating 
Western technologies. Rashōmon was applauded for its aesthetic qualities and technical 
perfection, while provoking a mixture of admiration and unease.  
 
Refuting American Reviews of Rashōmon 
 In May 1952, Cahiers provided its readers with its first attempt at a study of the 
history of the Japanese film industry and its cinematographic culture. The article, entitled 
“Rashōmon and Japanese Cinema,” was written by Curtis Harrington, an American film 
critic living in Paris.84 Harrington’s appreciation of Japanese cinema was kindled when, 
unlike many of his French colleagues, he was able to see several Japanese films at the 
Little Tokyo theatre in Los Angeles in 1950.85 Harrington opened his article by noting the 
consistently excellent quality of most of the Japanese films he had seen and observing 
that they shared “a poetic sense of imagery and rhythm that is found only in the best 
works of a few noted Western directors, and all of it is usually combined in many cases 
                                                       
84 Like those of his colleagues Truffaut and Godard, Curtis Harrington’s career was launched 
when he attended screenings at the Cinémathèque Française. Henri Langlois introduced him to 
Doniol-Valecroze and Bazin, both founders of Cahiers. 
85 Harrington writes that he saw: “Koban Zome (1948), The Cat of Fifty Three Outposts (director 
not cited), Drunken Angel (Kurosawa, 1948) and Sanshiro Sugata (Kurosawa, 1943) (Cahiers 12, 
56). 
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with an imaginative, bold and exciting use of film itself: fast forward, slow motion, 
superimpositions, temporal editing, etc.” (Cahiers 12, May 1952: 54).86 
 The article includes a discussion of the reception of Rashōmon in the United 
States.87 Harrington argues that the apparently positive reception of the film in America 
was “most interesting” because it required American critics to “reluctantly” admit 
Rashōmon’s “evident superiority” (Cahiers 12, 53). While the film might have been 
surprising to only and all international audiences, Harrington explains that the film was 
most shocking to American critics:  
Americans are always ready to admit, by snobbism, the worthiness of a French, 
English or even Swedish film. But when a country like Japan, an oriental country 
whose ways and customs often shock the American, who finds them primitive and 
backwards, produces a film which, technically and artistically, equals or perhaps 
surpasses the best Hollywood has been capable of producing, the American critic, 
surprised, feels stung, and searches for easy explanations in some external 
influence. (Cahiers 12, 53)88 
 
As Harrington observed, the ‘easy explanation’ in this case is the ‘external influence’ of 
American “assistance and supervision” to the Japanese film industry. Harrington explains 
that “almost all of the American publications that reviewed the film have emphasized 
                                                       
86 In the original French: “Un sens poétique de l’image et du rythme que l’on ne rencontre que 
dans les meilleures œuvres de quelques réalisateurs occidentaux de classe, et tout cela est en 
général combiné dans de nombreux cas avec un emploi imaginatif hardi et excitant du film lui-
même: accéléré, ralenti, surimpression, montage temporel, etc.” (Cahiers 12, 54).   
87 Rashōmon was distributed by RKO and was a box office success in America. In addition, 
Kurosawa was awarded Best Director by the National Board of Review in 1952 and the film was 
awarded an Honorary Award for outstanding international film in 1952.  
88 In the original French: « Les Américains sont toujours prêts à admettre, par snobisme, 
l’excellence d’un film français ou anglais ou même suédois. Mais lorsqu’un pays comme le 
Japon, pays oriental dont les façons et les coutumes choquent souvent l’Américain, qui les trouve 
primitives et arriérées, produit un film qui, techniquement et artistiquement, égale ou peut-être 
surpasse ce qu’Hollywood se soit montré capable de produire de meilleur, le critique américain, 
surpris, se sent touché, et cherche des explications faciles dans quelque influence extérieure » 
(Cahiers 12, 53-54).  
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‘Hollywood’s strong postwar influence’ and said that ‘the Japanese public is spoiled by 
the polish of American productions, which their own productions are hard pressed to 
equal”” (Cahiers 12, 54).89 According to this analysis, American critics attributed 
Rashōmon’s success to America’s enormous influence on the Japanese film industry 
through postwar reconstruction.  
 
Japan’s “Self-Orientalist” Strategy 
 Harrington’s denunciation of American film critics is the first case in which 
Cahiers asserts the complex postwar link between the American and Japanese film 
industries — a historical relationship that would have economic, political and aesthetic 
consequences for the Japanese film industry and its global reception.  
 Japan was occupied by the Allied Forces from 1945 to 1952. During that time, 
Japan focused much of its economic recovery efforts on the promotion and development 
of its national cinema, distancing itself from its totalitarian past in order to lift the 
nation’s GDP and their spirits. Soon after Japan’s surrender in 1945, art exhibitions were 
adopted as part of the diplomatic agenda for the political and cultural rehabilitation of 
Japan (Mamine 505).  
 Japan’s postwar strategy served to “Americanize” the content of Japanese films 
and reinforce the spirit of “Western democracy” and customs. The idea was to make 
Japanese cinema conform to an occidental model of film structure and content. In 1951, 
                                                       
89 In the original French : « Presque toutes les revues américains ayant écrit quelque chose au 
sujet du film ont souligné « la forte influence d’après-guerre exercée par Hollywood » et disent 
que « le public japonais est gâté par le fini des productions américaines que leurs propres 
productions ne peuvent que difficilement égaler » » (Cahiers 12, 54). 
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the French film community was unaware that Japanese studios deliberately made films 
that exuded the image of ‘Japaneseness’ for export. This knowledge gap led to the 
stereotype that Japanese cinema was capable only of imitation, not originality.  
 
The Myths Behind Rashōmon 
 In regard to the production and distribution of Rashōmon, not even the film’s 
director, Akira Kurosawa, knew that the film had been submitted to the Venice festival. It 
was actually an Italian woman named Giuliana Stramigiolo, the head of Unitalia Film’s 
Japanese office, who submitted the film unbeknownst to Kurosawa.90 In addition, 
according to Anderson and Richie, Kurosawa received little support from Japanese 
production executives: 
When Miss Stramigioli said that she thought the finished film ought to go to 
Venice (…) Nagata [the film’s executive producer] thought he could not possibly 
agree. He was afraid of failure and the consequent humiliation, but worst of all 
was the fact that the film had not been made “especially for export.” This was the 
era, however, when Westerners’ opinions were listened to most carefully, and so 
Nagata reluctantly took the plunge, and was forced into his present greatness. 
(The Japanese Film 232) 
 
In his autobiography, Kurosawa confirms that Japanese production companies were 
apprehensive in supporting the making of Rashōmon, and he recalls the difficulties he 
had in obtaining financial backing: 
A scenario was written, a budget was determined, and then (in 1948) the picture 
was cancelled because the small Tokyo Company, which was to have financed it, 
decided it was too much of a risk … Daiei was adamant in its refusal to 
understand [the Rashōmon script]. Masaichi Nagata, head of the studio and 
                                                       
90 Aldo Tassone, critic at the Italian daily La Repubblica, quoted online in 
http://www.liberation.fr/evenement/1998/09/07/un-homme-du-monde-entier-kurosawa-artiste-et-
bon-vivant-raconte-par-son-ami-aldo-tassone_247584 
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standing somewhat in relation to Japanese films as Darryl Zanuck once stood to 
American production, walked out on the first screening and, until the picture 
began winning prizes abroad, was very fond of telling the press how little he 
understood his film—his, since he, in the manner of a Goldwyn or a Zanuck, or a 
Wald, often signed his own name as executive producer. (Richie, The Films of 
Kurosawa 70)91 
 
In his book The Toho Studios Story: A History and Complete Filmography, Stuart 
Galbraith IV reveals that Rashōmon was not the first choice when the Motion Picture 
Association of Japan was deciding which film to send to the Venice Film Festival. The 
Association had preferred Tadashi Imai’s Until the Day We Meet Again, which had been 
awarded Best Film of the Year by the Japanese film review Kinema Junpo and had won 
the Best Film prize at the Mainichi Film competition. Until the Day We Meet Again was 
the first antiwar movie that was popular in Japan. However, the “Toho Studios did not 
have the resources to strike an Italian-subtitled print, and this led to the Association’s 
choosing instead to send Kurosawa’s Rashōmon to the Venice Film Festival later that 
year” (Galbraith 78). These accounts help attest that Kurosawa’s intentions might not 
have been as opportunistic as first thought. An interesting aspect of Cahiers’ stand is its 
insistence to maintaining a marginal and nonconformist, critical point of view. If 
mainstream critics thought Rashōmon was a film made to please international audiences, 
                                                       
91 The breakthrough of Rashōmon has been covered by Smith, Greg M. “Critical Reception of 
Rashōmon in the West.” Asian Cinema 13.2 (2002): 115–128. Print, Nygren, Scott. Time Frames 
- Japanese Cinema and the Unfolding of History. Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota, 
2007. Print, Yoshimoto, Mitsuhiro. Kurosawa: Film Studies and Japanese Cinema. Film Studies 
and Japanese Cinema. Duke University Press, 2000. Print. 
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critics at Cahiers were bound to present – without much proof – the opposite view. This 
would become even more apparent once Cahiers realized that Positif had given 
Rashōmon a favorable review. 
 In an effort to contest America’s views of Japanese cinema as inferior, Harrington 
presented his French readers with a historical account of Japanese cinema, insisting on its 
credibility and long history: “Japanese cinema has a rich and brilliant tradition, and, as a 
national cinema, can compete with the other countries that have given birth to well-
defined cinematographic schools” (Cahiers 12, August 1952: 54).92 Yet, despite the 
unique creative vision and technical excellence he discerned in Japanese cinema, 
Harrington was unable to contradict the American claim of Western influence. In fact, 
“the Japanese have been making movies since around 1902 and began, in truth, by using 
Western models” and they have “eclectically borrowed techniques and effects to help 
them best express their ideas” (54).93  
 Harrington’s acknowledgement of American influence on Japanese cinema seems 
to include formal elements, such as camera techniques and editing. The movie camera is, 
of course, not indigenous to Japan, but to the United States and France. In this context, 
                                                       
92 In the original French: “Le cinéma japonais possède une riche et brillante tradition, et, comme 
cinéma national, il peut rivaliser avec les autres pays qui ont donné naissance à des écoles 
cinématographiques déterminées” (Cahiers 12, 54).  
93 In the original French : « Les Japonais font des films depuis environ 1902 et ont, en vérité, 
débuté d’après les modèles occidentaux. Ils ont éclectiquement emprunté les techniques ou les 
trucs qui les aidaient à exprimer le mieux leurs sujets. Si l’on étudiait ces influences, on pourrait 
aisément en définir quelques-unes” (Cahiers 12, 54).  
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any nation other than France and the USA could be understood as having started out 
basing their cinema on “Western models.”94  
Harrington thus concluded: “There is no doubt, of course, that the Japanese were 
‘influenced’ by both American and European cinemas” (Cahiers 12, 54).95  While never 
actually examining these Western influences more specifically in his article, Harrington 
does note that the existence of this underlying reality, this undeniable “truth,” should not 
deter audiences or critics from appreciating Japanese cinema, because “[w]hat matters is 
that there was conscientious absorption (and, naturally of course, invention) of filmic 
possibilities, such that many Japanese films are both sophisticated, in style and subject, 
and technically successful, and this, since well before the war (Cahiers 12, 55).96  
 In Harrington’s perspective, Japanese cinema illustrates the “sophistication” of 
Eastern aesthetics combined with the appropriation of Western technical prowess. This 
critical perspective is notable both for what it insists upon and what it confesses as 
ignorance. In trying to defend the worthiness of Japanese cinema, Harrington falls prey to 
the system he is deploring as he himself judges Japanese films through a Westerner’s 
lens.  
                                                       
94 The capability of the moving image emerged from multiple stages of development. The 
kinetoscope made commercial by Thomas Edison in the USA in 1894, was first shown in Japan 
in November 1896. The French Vitascope and the Lumière Brothers’ Cinematograph were first 
introduced in Japan the following year (Richie, Donald, and Joseph Anderson. The Japanese 
Film: Art and Industry. Expanded Edition. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
1983. Print: 21-22). 
95 In the original French: « Il est certain, bien sûr, que les Japonais ont été ‘influencés’ et par le 
cinéma américain et par le cinéma européen » (Cahiers 12, 54). 
96 In the original French: « Ce qui importe c’est qu’il y a eu absorption consciencieuse (et, 
naturellement invention) des possibilités filmiques, de telle sorte que beaucoup de films japonais 
sont à la fois sophistiqués, dans le style et le sujet, et techniquement réussi, et ce depuis bien 
avant la guerre » (Cahiers 12, 55).   
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A clear example of the restrictive qualities of this comparative model appears in 
the discussion of Rashōmon’s soundtrack. Throughout his career, Kurosawa used his 
musical scores as a core aesthetic tool, and he relied heavily on music to emphasize 
climactic moments in most of his films. In Rashōmon, the same musical theme acts as a 
thread throughout the movie and is repeated for each version of the characters’ alternative 
storylines. For Harrington, the soundtrack’s resemblance to Maurice Ravel’s Boléro was 
“a little irritating at times to a Western ear” (57).97 First performed in 1928, Boléro is a 
one-movement orchestral piece, which builds on the steady beat of a drum and a gradual 
crescendo.98 It is unclear what exactly is irritating for Harrington. Is it the recurrence of 
the same theme throughout the four versions of the story, or is the original inspiration too 
obvious to him?99  
 Harrington’s ambiguous position vis à vis the film’s Eastern origins is also 
evidenced in the section of his essay in which he describes the acting of Toshiro Mifune, 
who plays the thief in Rashōmon. Harrington praises Mifune’s “audacious” performance 
as overflowing with “strength and vitality,” and raves, “I don’t think it would be possible 
for a Western actor to replicate the dynamism of Toshiro Mifune’s acting,” which is 
“extraordinary for its erotic savagery” (Cahiers 12, 56).100 Unfortunately, by trying to 
                                                       
97 In the original French: « Un peu irritant par moments pour une oreille occidentale » (Cahiers 
12, 57).  
98 http://www.maurice-ravel.net/bolero.htm 
99 Interestingly, in her thesis on Ravel’s minimalist style, Elizatbeth Stankis argues that unlike 
other classical composers, Ravel’s style was heavily influenced by Japonisme “because his 
musical textures suggest a familiarity with ukiyo-e, particularly the prints and sketchbooks 
(Manga) of Katsushika Hokusai” (viii).  
100 In the original French: « Il ne me semble pas possible qu’un acteur occidental soit capable du 
dynamisme que l’on trouve dans le jeu de Toschiro Mifune dans le rôle du bandit, extraordinaire 
de sauvagerie érotique » (Cahiers 12, 56). 
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vindicate Japanese cinema through a comparative Western model, Harrington’s film 
criticism lacks a more global perspective and is tainted by exotic connotations, which are 
inherently demeaning. Harrington’s subtly racist statement that only an “Eastern actor” 
could display such eroticism and savagery is grounded in a long history of xenophobic 
Western discourse.  
 
Women and Rashōmon 
 Two years after Rashōmon was screened in Venice, Suzanne Audrey wrote a full-
length article on “Women and Japanese Cinema” for Cahiers’ 1953 Special Feature on 
“Woman and Cinema.”101 Audrey’s article focuses on women’s liberation in Japan and 
questions whether women’s increasing importance in Japanese society would result in 
“woman’s emancipation on screen” (Cahiers 30, December, 1953: 44).102 In the article, 
Audrey refers to Rashōmon as a film that illustrates women’s traditional roles in ancient 
Japanese society: 
The portrayal of women by Machiko Kyo [Rashõmon’s lead actress] comes very 
close to the ancient ideal. Certain sentences in the film (such as “Women are 
worth nothing,” or “Don’t listen to them, they are ridiculous and distort 
everything with their tears”) simply cannot be chalked up to the fleeting rage of a 
hardened thief, but rather reflect a widespread belief at that time that women were 
fundamentally uninteresting and inferior to men. Machiko Kyo evokes the image 
of this woman who feels fundamentally despised, powerless, and forced to resign 
herself to her fate. (Cahiers 30, 46)103 
                                                       
101 Cahiers du cinéma 30, December 1953 “Les femmes au cinema.” 
102 In the original French: « L’émancipation de la femme à l’écran» (Cahiers 30, December, 1953: 
44). 
103 In the original French : « Le portrait de la femme que nous donne Machiko Kyo se rapproche 
beaucoup de l’idéal ancien : des phrases telles que : (« Les femmes ne valent rien », ou bien : 
« Ne les écoutez pas, elles sont ridicules et faussent tout avec leurs larmes »), ne sont 
certainement pas le fait de la fureur passagère d’un bandit coriace, mais bien le reflet d’une 
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In her reading of the film, Audrey equates Machiko Kyo’s role with the director’s 
position towards women in Japanese society and accuses the director of somehow 
promoting the idea that women are submissive and alienated. Audrey does not consider 
that Kurosawa might have presented this female character as a denunciation of women’s 
roles in Japanese society.  
When Audrey blames Rashōmon for distancing the public from “the Japanese 
soul” (Cahiers 30, 46),104 she is actually referring to the gidai-jeki genre, or period drama, 
to which Rashōmon belongs and which, by definition, requires an ancient social context. 
Audrey can understand Rashõmon’s success only as masked by a layer of exoticism, 
which she claims blinds and seduces Western audiences: “the success [of Rashōmon] in 
Europe and in the United States doubtless comes more from curiosity than from a real 
understanding of a specifically Japanese character or of sympathy towards it” (Cahiers 
30, 46).105 Audrey then goes on to predict that modern Western influences on Japan 
would eventually impact the production of Japanese film genres in a positive way: “The 
new ‘Western’ mentality that was slowly penetrating Japanese lifestyles was going to 
push producers to launch a new ‘realist’ genre that would allow women to be the main 
focus of their films and take women’s issues as a simple but often greater subject” 
                                                       
conception généralement répandue à cette époque que la femme était, au fond, assez 
inintéressante et bien inferieure à l’homme. Machiko Kyo évoque l’image de cette femme qui se 
sent au fond méprisée, impuissante, et forcée de se résigner à son sort » (Cahiers 30, 46).  
104 In the original French: « L’âme japonaise » (Cahiers 30, 46).  
105 In the original French: « Le succès en Europe et aux Etats-Unis [de Rashõmon] vient sans 
doute plus de la curiosité que d’une vraie compréhension des caractères proprement japonais et 
d’une sympathie à leur égard (…) » (Cahiers 30, 46). 
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(Cahiers 30, 46).106 Audrey calls for a greater variety of Japanese films to be distributed 
in the West, particularly films that would reflect Japan’s modern development. Sadly, 
however, most of the subsequent efforts of Japanese production companies to distribute 
films that address contemporary issues would not receive positive reviews by French 
critics and would be ignored at film festivals.  
  
Trend-Setters 
The young critics at Cahiers wanted to position themselves on the margins of 
popular culture, and their cinematic preferences were aimed at finding original films that 
were likewise deemed to be on the periphery of mainstream culture. Audrey noted in her 
article that Rashōmon evolved from being lauded as an exceptional film at Cahiers to 
being perceived as a conservative film, representative of traditional social values. One 
likely explanation for this switch was the increase in popularity of Rashōmon over that 
two-year period. One such demonstration of Rashōmon’s mainstream popularity was that 
the film was chosen by the official French film club, the Fédération Française des Ciné-
Clubs, for its Annual Congress. As soon as Rashōmon was embraced by the larger French 
public, Cahiers moved to brand it as a conventional Japanese film. This shift in 
appreciation points to the unstable, cyclical, and fleeting nature of taste making, and 
Cahiers’ attempt to establish its authoritative control over film taste.  
                                                       
106 In the original French: « La nouvelle mentalité ‘à l’occidentale’ qui pénétrait lentement les 
mœurs allait pousser les producteurs à se lancer dans un nouveau genre « réaliste », c’est-à-dire à 
prendre la femme comme thème principal de leurs films et à faire des problèmes féminins un 
portrait simple et souvent accru » (Cahiers 30, 46) 
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CHAPTER THREE 
The Discovery of Japanese Cinema and the Film Festival Circuit: 1952-1954 
 
 Cahiers’ coverage of Japanese films went hand in hand in the 1950s with acute 
criticism of the film industry, the composition of festival juries, the selection of films for 
festival screenings, and the standards on which the awards were based. This chapter 
evaluates the effect this criticism had on Cahiers’ discourse on Japanese films as they 
circulated in France over a three-year period.  
André Bazin and Cahiers’ editorial voices were particularly attentive to the rapid 
expansion of the film festivals’ commercial culture. For Cahiers, many films were 
undeserving of their accolades. As early as its second issue, Cahiers criticized film 
festivals in general for their lack of international representation and for the absence of a 
diversified jury (Cahiers 2, May, 1951). Bazin and his colleagues deplored European 
festivals as an environment of “economic pressure and diplomatic servitude”:  
The official competition is the geography of cinema, but it’s the geology that 
controls the geography. Festivals no longer mean anything; indeed they are 
nothing more than film fairs if they do not avail themselves of film culture. It 
would be better yet that they not try to consecrate and enrich it. (Cahiers 13, June, 
1952:10)107 
                                                       
107 In the original French : “La compétition officielle c’est la géographie du cinéma, mais c’est la 
géologie qui commande la géographie. Les Festivals ne signifient plus rien, ils ne sont plus 
effectivement qu’une vraie foire aux films s’ils ne se réclament pas de la culture 
cinématographique. Mieux s’ils ne contribuent pas à la consacrer et à l’enrichir” (Cahiers 13, 10).  
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The critics at Cahiers held firmly to the idea that: “if artistic quality can be the 
consequence of commercial competition, reason and experience show, alas, that art most 
often suffers from economic interests” (Cahiers 23, May, 1954:14).108 For Cahiers, the 
commercialization of film festivals had inevitably debased them, and the critics held firm 
to the idea that this development negatively affected the overall progress of Cinema as 
the quintessential modern art.  
 
Cannes 1952: The Tale of Genji 
 At the 1952 Cannes Film Festival, the festival screened two short Japanese films: 
The Great Buddha (Tasei Shakuson), directed by Noburo Ofuji, and Jodai Chokoku, a 
documentary short directed by Soya Mizuki which retraces the history and evolution of 
ancient Japanese arts.109 In addition, three feature-length Japanese films figured in 
Cannes’ Official Selection: Nami, Man in the Storm (Arashi no naka no hara) and The 
Tale of Genji (Genji Monogatari). Notably, Nami and Man in the Storm were set in 
twentieth-century Japan and voiced pressing contemporary concerns about the status of 
women and Japan’s economic postwar devastation. However, these two films were 
completely overlooked by critics and the jury.  
  Nami, adapted from a successful 1928 Japanese novel, was produced by 
Shochiku and directed by Noboru Nakamura. In the film’s press book distributed at the 
Cannes Film Festival, the Shochiku Company expressed the belief that the film’s 
                                                       
108 In the original French : « Si la qualité artistique peut être la conséquence de l’émulation 
commerciale, le raisonnement et l’expérience prouve, hélas ! que l’art a le plus souvent à souffrir 
des intérêts économiques » (Cahiers 23, 14). 
109 FIFR 67 B14, La Cinémathèque Française. Paris, France. June 15, 2015 
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“production values, the film’s content” as well as its “acting” would appeal to 
Europeans.110 The film is set during the global economic recession of the 1930s, and the 
main character moves to a poor working-class district to continue his love of teaching 
elementary students. He marries one of his students in an attempt to rescue her from 
becoming a prostitute. After having an affair, she dies during childbirth, and he is left to 
take care of the child. 
The other modern feature-length film, Man in the Storm (Arashi no naka no hara) 
directed by Kozo Saeki, tells the story of a Chinese war veteran who becomes conscious 
of his war crimes. But the film’s strong pacifist message did not move Western 
audiences.  
There is no evidence that members of Cahiers attended the screening of Nami, 
Man in the Storm (Arashi no naka no hara), or the documentaries. Instead of focusing on 
the increased variety of the Japanese selection and the trend towards postwar films, 
Cahiers’ collective review of the Japanese film selection at Cannes focused exclusively 
on the scale and strength of Japan’s film industry: “It’s necessary to emphasize that Japan 
is the world’s third largest producer. In 1951, 208 feature films were produced; the 
question is whether the four films that were shown at the festival represent the best of 
recent productions” (Cahiers 13, September, 1952: 24).111 Cahiers therefore positions 
                                                       
110 FIFR 67 B14, La Cinémathèque Française. Paris, France. June 15, 2015.  
111 In the original French : « Il est nécessaire de souligner que le Japon est le troisième pays 
producteur du monde. En 1951, 208 films de long-métrage ont été produits ; la question est de 
savoir si les quatre films présentés au Festival représentent le meilleur de la production récente » 
(Cahiers 13, 24). 
  
73 
Japan as a commercially driven industry and casts doubt on the artistic integrity of the 
films it was exporting.  
 Within one festival cycle, the Japanese selection had grown from one film at 
Venice a year before to three feature-length film at Cannes.112 Faced with such a large 
and eclectic selection, André Bazin, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, Curtis Harrington, and 
Joseph-Marie Lo Duca decided to mention only The Tale of Genji (Genji Monogatari), 
the film that had been rewarded by Cannes’ jury for its photography.  
 The Tale of Genji (Genji Monogatari) by Yoshimura Kozaburo was the first film 
adaptation of Japan's early11th-century classical eponymous novel. The novel, written by 
Murasaki Shikibu, is considered a canonical work of Japanese and world literature, and is 
widely held to epitomize Japanese history, culture and aesthetics. The film was produced 
by Daiei to celebrate the producer’s tenth anniversary. Set in the lavish Heian royal court, 
The Tale of Genji is a carefully recreated historical period drama, like Rashōmon before 
it, and it turned out to be Daiei’s top grossing film of the year.  
 The story of The Tale of Genji follows the emperor’s elegant and influential son 
as he devotes himself to finding love at the risk of losing everything. As it turned out, 
Cahiers’ critics found it difficult to follow Genji’s numerous gallant adventures – a 
central part of the story and character development – because they were unable to 
distinguish among the various female characters: “It’s difficult, when one is not used to 
the subtle variations of Japanese feminine beauty, to distinguish one woman from the 
next, although, without a doubt, this little difficulty would disappear on viewing the film 
                                                       
112 The United States, Germany and Italy had four films in competition, France and Spain had 
three and the UK had two. 
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a second time” (Cahiers 13, 25).113 The inability to follow the film’s plotline is founded 
on ethnicity; accessibility to the Western gaze takes precedence over other possible 
criteria of evaluation. The narrow-mindedness of the review illustrates that, at this point 
in its relationship with Japanese cinema, Cahiers is analyzing Japanese films on the basis 
more of content than of form.  
 To the extent that the review of The Tale of Genji tackled more stylistic questions, 
these were limited to the film’s pace, lyricism, and technical perfection. Cahiers praised 
the film’s visual qualities but found the film generally “slow, apart from the few violent 
sequences skillfully spaced throughout the lyrical whole” (Cahiers 13, 25).114 
 Nevertheless, Cahiers elected The Tale of Genji as its favorite film from the 
Japanese film selection and declared it “by far the most beautiful film of the Festival.”115 
The critics at Cahiers lauded the poetic atmosphere of the film, which they found 
“constantly maintained through the subtle harmony that prevails among the acting, the 
rhythm, the music and the images” (Cahiers 13, 25).116 The overall positive tone of the 
review is nonetheless quickly overshadowed when the reviewer goes on to lament that 
the film’s “theme is unfortunately difficult to grasp for a Western public” (Cahiers 13, 
                                                       
113 In the original French : « Il est malaisé, lorsque l’on n’est pas habitué aux subtiles variations 
de la beauté féminine japonaise, de distinguer une femme d’une autre, quoique, sans aucun doute, 
cette petite difficulté disparaîtrait à la seconde vision du film » (Cahiers 13, 25). 
114 In the original French : « Dans son ensemble ce film est lent, à l’exception de quelques 
séquences de violence habilement espacées dans un tout lyrique » (Cahiers 13, 25). 
115 In the original French : « Le Roman de Genji est, à mon avis, de loin le plus beau film du 
Festival » (Cahiers 13, 25).  
116 In the original French : « Constamment maintenue grâce à la subtile harmonie qui règne entre 
le jeu des acteurs, le rythme, la musique et les images » (Cahiers 13, 25). 
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25).117 The critics are quick to single out the film’s “orientalism”: “It is undeniable that no 
other country could have produced such a film; it’s yet another new proof of Japanese 
cinema’s personality and perfection” (Cahiers 13, 25).118  
 This commentary brings to light the unspoken, unexamined premise that cinema 
is first and foremost a reflection of national identity. This idea of a “national cinema” 
meant first and foremost that a film would reflect cultural characteristics of the country 
from which it emanated, i.e. each country’s artistic production is an expression of cultural 
identity and uniqueness. Cahiers’ critics were not alone in sharing this view, and the 
classification of films at all institutional levels, from film festivals to ciné-clubs relied on 
a national categories. Today, national cinema is an outdated term and concepts such as 
globalization and transnationality are more representative of this modern trend. However, 
the real issue here is not that Cahiers’ critics began by understanding Japanese films 
within specific national parameters but how their thought processes evolved over a five 
year period. By 1958, the young Turks will have overcome these restrictive national 
parameters and will discuss Mizoguchi in terms that express his – and cinema’s – 
universal value.  
 In their conclusion, Cahiers’ critics confirm their inability to judge the merits of 
Japanese cinema because of the limitations of the Cannes film selection of 1952: 
                                                       
117 In the original French : « [Son] thème est malheureusement difficile à saisir pour un public 
occidental » (Cahiers 13, 25).  
118 In the original French : « Il est indéniable qu’aucun autre pays n’aurait pu produire un pareil 
film; c’est encore une nouvelle preuve de la personnalité et de la mise au point du cinéma 
japonais » (Cahiers 13, 25). 
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We honestly cannot forge an overall opinion of Japanese cinema based on these 
films. As usual, one can notice that during this fifth International Festival, the 
films that were chosen by the selection or organizing committees of each country 
were  not the best amongst those available. (Cahiers 13, 25)119 
The critics were skeptical of the festival’s selection process and concluded that the 
Japanese films screened at Cannes had been chosen on the basis of their domestic 
economic success. Cahiers called for a better, less commercially driven process: “In the 
future, the selection committees of participating countries should not lose sight of the fact 
that films must be chosen according to a festival ‘standard’” (Cahiers 13, 25).120 
 
Venice 1952: The Life of Oharu (Saikaku Ichidai Onna) 
 The 1952 Venice Film Festival offered the first opportunity for French critics to 
see a film by Kenji Mizoguchi. While Mizoguchi had already had a lengthy and 
successful career in Japan, none of his films had previously been exported. In his 
Memoirs on Mizoguchi, the screenwriter Yoshikata Yoda explained that Kurosawa’s win 
at Venice in 1951 motivated Mizoguchi to make The Life of Oharu. According to 
                                                       
119 In the original French : « On ne peut franchement se faire une opinion d’ensemble sur le 
cinéma japonais d’après ces films [Vagues, La Mère dans la Tempête, L’Homme qui Marche sur 
la Queue d’un Tigre et Le Roman de Gengji]. Il est caractéristique de remarquer qu’à ce 
cinquième Festival International [de Cannes] les films choisis par les commissions de sélection 
ou organismes producteurs de chaque pays ne furent pas toujours les meilleurs parmi les 
disponibles. Le fait est particulièrement frappant pour les sélections française et anglaise. Il est 
également possible (à en juger par le grand nombre de films nippons que je connais) qu’il en soit 
de même pour la sélection japonaise » (Cahiers 13, 24). While the article is not signed, we can 
assume this was written by Curtis Harrington who attended Cannes 1952 and was mentioned in 
the communal group review of the Festival. 
120 In the original French : « La sélection japonaise a peut-être été influencée par le succès de ces 
films au Japon. Pour l’avenir les comités de sélection des pays participants ne doivent pas perdre 
de vue qu’il faut choisir les films d’après un ‘standard’ Festival » (Cahiers 13, 25).  
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Yoshikata Yoda, the film’s screenwriter, Mizoguchi was upset that a less experienced 
director like Kurosawa would gain international acclaim before he had.121 Based on 
Rashōmon’s success, Mizoguchi specifically chose to direct a period drama in the hopes 
that his film would be selected at international film festivals.  
 The Life of Oharu is an adaptation of a 17th-century novel set in feudal Japan. The 
film follows the struggle of Oharu, a wealthy merchant’s beautiful daughter, who 
becomes a palace wife. She is gradually exploited and victimized and forced into 
prostitution. The Venice Film Festival’s Jury awarded Mizoguchi a Special International 
Prize “for the exquisite sensibility with which he knew how to revive the 17th-century 
Japanese feudal world around a woman’s life” (Cahiers 16, 6).122  
Cahiers’ Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, however, was not impressed by The Life of 
Oharu and disagreed with the jury’s decision to award Mizoguchi a prize. In his review, 
Doniol-Valcroze expressed his outrage at the film’s exoticism. Unlike the Festival jury, 
Doniol-Valcroze was “shocked by the Far-Eastern gallantry” and argued that, “in reality, 
the film is not at all of an exquisite type. It mostly shows harsh, violent and crude 
emotions” (Cahiers 16, October, 1952: 6).123 He particularly disliked the film’s genre, 
calling it a “melodrama,” a film genre usually defined by a storyline with many 
                                                       
121 In the French translation : « Il [Mizoguchi] n'admettait pas qu'un débutant comme Kurosawa le 
coiffe au poteau : il se ressaisit, prêt à se battre. Saikaku Ichidai Onna (La Vie d'O'Haru, femme 
galante, 1952) fut donc un pari.» Yoshikata, Yoda. Souvenirs de Kenji Mizoguchi. Cahiers du 
cinéma, 1997. Print. Petite bibliothèque des Cahiers du cinéma: 99. 
122 In the original French : « Pour l’exquise sensibilité avec laquelle il a su faire revivre le monde 
féodal japonais du XVIIIe siècle autour de la vie d’une femme » (Cahiers 16, 6). 
123 In the original French : « Le jury lui-même, pas du tout choqué par la galanterie extrême-
orientale (…). En réalité le film n’est pas du tout du genre exquis. On y voit surtout des 
sentiments âpres, violents, grossiers » (Cahiers 16, 6).  
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unexpected plot twists and moving developments, all of which aim to heighten the 
spectator’s emotions. French critics were not familiar with Japanese melodrama, its 
cultural origins, or its historical development. Instead, they judged the genre through a 
European lens. In France, melodrama had been categorized as an inferior genre since the 
19th-century and openly mocked.124 In an article published in 1956, Bazin himself equates 
the genre with “the lowest form of literature” alongside “detective fiction” (Bazin Global 
Cinema 27, quoted in France-Observateur, September 13, 1956).    
It is thus not surprising that Doniol-Valcroze outlined the film’s plot in the 
following sarcastic terms: “The young Oharu is caught between her parents’ cupidity and 
men’s lust and jealousy; she slowly ages in the face of hardship but will find Faith at the 
end of her ordeal” (Cahiers 16, 6).125 From the perspective of Cahiers’ critics who 
cherished realism, this genre rendered the film artificial and they were unable to see 
beyond its melodramatic nature.  
In cross-cultural exchange about this genre, Russell explains that, for non-
Japanese viewers, Japanese melodrama tends to be lost in translation and ends up 
representing a discourse of excesses (Russell 144). The disparity within “melodrama” as 
it crosses cultural spheres is discussed in Roland Barthes’ book Empire of Signs (1970), 
where he analyzes the difficulties of transposing a Western conception of melodrama to 
                                                       
124 According to Peter Brooks’ study of the cultural evolution of Western melodrama, the genre 
dates back to the French Revolution and the rise of the bourgeoisie. The genre was then reified in 
the 19th-century. Brooks, Peter. The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, 
Melodrama, and the Mode of Excess. Yale University Press, 1976. 
125 In the original French : « La jeune O’Haru prise entre la cupidité de ses parents, la lubricité et 
la jalousie des hommes vieillit peu à peu au milieu des épreuves et trouvera la Foi au bout de son 
calvaire. Melo ? Sans doute » (Cahiers 16, 6).  
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the Japanese context. Doniol-Valcroze’s review of The Life of Oharu confirms Barthes’ 
argument that this form of representation cannot be fully understood by Westerners 
because of an unfamiliar lack of signifiers behind the outwardly visible signs.126  
 Doniol-Valcroze nonetheless conceded that the film was “saved” by its 
“exoticism and Mizoguchi’s thourough talent” which allowed the director to conduct “his 
business slowly, without false modesty, with a profound appreciation for 
cinematographic duration” (Cahiers 16, 6).127 In his conclusion, the critic maintains that 
“the images constantly portray great beauty and the acting is irreproachable” (Cahiers 16, 
6),128 thereby illustrating how Cahiers sometimes gave precedence to a director’s talent 
and a film’s visual aesthetics over its genre. This idea will prove even more relevant in 
the years to come when all of the critics at Cahiers will embrace Mizoguchi and proclaim 
his genius. 
  
 Philippe Demonsablon reviewed The Life of Oharu when it was released in Paris 
at the Studio de l’Étoile two years later.129 Demonsablon laments his lack of general 
                                                       
126 Barthes illustrates his ideas with reference to Bunraku, a form of traditional Japanese puppet 
theater, founded in the 17th-century. Unlike Western theater, which has historically attempted to 
hide its artificiality and invited reading for hidden meanings, Bunraku puppets are activated by 
three men who are visible to the audience: the main master, whose face is visible, controls the top 
and the right arm of the life-size puppet; the other two men, dressed in black with their faces 
covered, share the rest of the movements. On the side of the stage, a chanter speaks the text and 
musicians execute the score. 
127 In the original French : « Mais sauvé par l’exotisme et la rigueur du talent de Mizoguchi qui 
conduit son affaire lentement, sans fausse pudeur, avec un sens profond de la durée 
cinématographique” (Cahiers 16, 6).  
128 In the original French : « L’image est continument d’une très grande beauté et l’interprétation 
irréprochable » (Cahiers 16, 6). 
129 From February 2 to March 16, 1954.  
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knowledge of Japanese cinema because it reduces a critic’s ability to fully assess the 
director’s intentions and link those to his artistic personality: 
We are unable to grasp the general phenomenon of Japanese cinema or to situate 
its works in context. Nor can we can assess these films otherwise than on a partial 
basis, lacking all references, constrained not to know the authors’ personalities 
and their interests and to give up the exciting search for links that unite a man to 
his creation. (Cahiers 33, March 1954, 57)130  
This article is the first in a long line of essays on Japanese film in which Cahiers’ critics 
increasingly tailor their arguments to reveal the presence or lack of talent in a director.131   
 It is amazing to think that Demonsablon’s article has never been translated into 
English or reprinted as it actually presents all the arguments that the critics at Cahiers 
would unanimously set forth three years later when they crowned Mizoguchi as a genius 
and an exceptional auteur. The arguments Demonsablon makes are therefore of the 
utmost importance. First, Demonsablon admits his inability to link the film to its sources 
or to understand it in its cultural context. My research demonstrates that up until that 
article, the critics never made an effort to understand Japanese cinema in its cultural 
context. I will argue in Chapter 7 that this “blank slate” actually contributed to their 
appreciation of Mizoguchi’s films. Secondly, Demonsablon cites Mizoguchi’s mise en 
                                                       
130 In the original French : « On ne peut pas saisir dans sa généralité le phénomène du cinéma 
japonais et de situer ses œuvres, il ne peut non plus être fait de celles-ci de critique autre que 
partielle, privée de toute référence, contrainte d’ignorer la personnalité des auteurs et leurs 
préoccupations, de renoncer à la recherche passionnante des liens qui unissent l’homme à sa 
création » (Cahiers 33, 57).  
131 The centrality of the notion of metteur en scène was set forth in Rivette’s article just two 
months before.  
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scène as a perfect illustration of Cahiers’ understanding of realistic cinema and expresses 
their admiration for the film’s unostentatious simplicity and refinement.132 
Demonsablon’s third argument is that Mizoguchi’s film has a modern feel that is both 
“straightforward and infinitely complex” (Cahiers 33, 60).133 Finally, in order to argue for 
Mizoguchi’s talent, Demonsablon practices the politique des auteurs. He compares 
Mizoguchi to Kurosawa and states that The Life of Oharu was “much superior to 
Kurosawa’s Rashōmon because such a result can be attained only thanks to a 
“consummate sense of artistry that only a few, like Murnau, have possessed” (Cahiers 33, 
60).134 
  
  In his article for L’Observateur, Bazin addressed the discrepancy between the 
quality of Japanese films screened at film festivals and the small number that were 
commercially released in Parisian screening rooms (L’Observateur, February 11 1954).135 
At that point, the only film that had been commercially released in France was 
Rashōmon. Bazin’s article attempted to explain why so few Japanese films were being 
commercially released in France. Rashōmon was able to reach a wide audience because 
                                                       
132 In the original French : « La mise en scène de La Vie de Oharu apparaît donc résolument 
réaliste. Mais la simplicité exige le plus d’art et cette œuvre réussit le paradoxe d’être dépouillée 
sous l’accumulation de matière, raffinée sous la truculence, et de se soucier peu que ce 
dépouillement, ce raffinement soient remarqués » (Cahiers 33, 60).  
133 In the original French: « Ce caractère moderne, très direct et infiniment complexe, est ce qui 
frappe le plus dans La vie de Oharu » (Cahiers 33, 60).  
134 In the original French : « Œuvre très supérieure à Rashōmon, car un résultat ne peut être acquis 
que grâce à un sens plastique consommé que seuls quelques-uns, comme Murnau, ont possédé » 
(Cahiers 33, 60). The German director F.W. Murnau was revered by critics at Cahiers. 
135 In the original French : « Depuis le succès de Rashōmon, il peut paraître étonnant que le public 
parisien n’ait pas eu à connaître d’autres films japonais alors que chaque festival en révèle deux 
ou trois d’intérêt certain et quelque fois supérieur même à Rashōmon » (L’Observateur, February 
11, 1954). 
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its exotic qualities were surprising, even fascinating, yet not so foreign as to be shocking 
to audiences.136 In Bazin’s opinion, the public was able to completely assimilate 
Rashōmon because the film’s “dramatic narrative structure, the reliability of the ellispsis, 
and even the film’s aestethetics brought curious echos of Japanese traditions to European 
interpretations” (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954).137 Rashōmon met French critics’ 
expectations by combining the “purest Japanese tradition (particularly that of Kabuki)” 
with “a cunningly Western concept of narration” (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954).138 
Unlike other Japanese films that might appear as too foreign and exotic to be grasped by 
a French audience, Rashōmon combined elements from both cultures in just the right 
proportions to be embraced by the public. 
 
 Because The Life of Oharu draws its inspiration from a melodramatic style and 
the film “lacks a dramatic tempo” (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954),139 Bazin 
explained that many critics were unable to appreciate it. However, he suggested that 
                                                       
136 In the original French : « Son exotisme étonnait sans choquer ; l’admiration suivait sans 
peine » (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954). 
137 In the original French : « La construction dramatique parfaitement équilibrée, la sûreté des 
ellipses et, même dans la plastique, de curieux échos de la tradition japonaise sur son 
interprétation européenne (…) rendaient le film de Akira Kurosawa directement assimilable au 
public français » (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954). 
138 In the original French : « Rashōmon était un beau film mais combinant avec une adresse rare la 
plus pure tradition Japonaise (celle du Kabouki en particulier) avec une conception du récit 
insidieusement occidentale » (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954). 
Kabuki Theater is a Japanese traditional theater, along with No first appeared in 14th-century, 
Kabuki came later. The Kabuki Theater has influenced Japanese cinema, many actors came from 
Kabuki and influenced cinema by employing a highly stylized acting method. Eisenstein 
recognized the importance of Kabuki in his writings.  
139 In the original French : « Cette absence de tempo dramatique déroutera évidemment d’abord, 
mais le spectateur de quelque bonne volonté discernera très vite qu’elle est la condition d’un 
plaisir inédit et exquis » (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954). 
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viewers who “show goodwill” would quickly change their opinion of the film and come 
to realize the film’s beauty. Bazin’s praised Mizoguchi’s style “as the most obvious 
miracle of the vigor of the realism engendered by the constrained conventions” 
(L’Observateur, 11 February 1954).140 Mizoguchi reconciles these “two notions that are 
so frequently contradictory” to the point that one gives rise to the other: “the hierarchism 
of violence, the protocol of grimaces and screams, all the discipline imposed on the 
expression of emotions becomes the form of human reality itself” (L’Observateur, 11 
February 1954).141 Bazin’s appreciation of Mizgocuhi’s stylistic choices pointed to the 
same elements that would later be advanced in defense of Mizoguchi by the young Turks 
in an attempt to canonize him. 
 The critical reception of The Life of Oharu illustrates how Cahiers’ process for 
evaluating and judging films relied predominately on a system of comparison. This 
methodology would later become the foundation for the politique des auteurs whereby 
Cahiers’ critics would systematically confront and compare Japanese directors with each 
other, focusing especially on head-to-head comparisons between Mizoguchi and 
Kurosawa.  
 
 
 
                                                       
140 In the original French : « Le miracle le plus évident de ce style c’est la vigueur du réalisme 
engendrée par la plus contraignante des conventions » (L’Observateur, 11 February 1954). 
141 In the original French : « Ces deux notions si fréquemment contradictoires chez nous semblent 
ici nécessairement complémentaires . Le hiérarchisme de la violence, le protocole des grimaces et 
des cris, toute la discipline imposée à l’expression des émotions devient la forme même de la 
réalité humaine » (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954). 
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Mizoguchi’s Masterpiece Ugetsu Monogatari at Venice 1953 
 In 1953, the jury of the Venice Film Festival did not award a Golden Lion; instead 
six films were jointly awarded Silver Lions.142 According to Cahiers’ coverage of the 
festival, the decisions made by the committee at the 14th Venice Film Festival were 
received with ““boos”. Only three decisions were applauded,” one of which was the 
award of The Silver Lion to Kenji Mizoguchi for Ugetsu Monogatari” (Cahiers 27, 
10).143  
 Ugetsu Monogatari is Mizoguchi’s cinematic adaptation of two short stories by 
Akinari Ueda. The film, a jidai-geki period drama, is set in the 16th century, in a war-
ravaged Japanese countryside. Two men, a potter and a peasant, leave their families 
behind to fulfill their aspirations. One man dreams of glory; the other of fortune. Tobei 
abandons his wife to become a famous samurai, while Genjuro leaves his wife and child 
behind to make a better profit in town. While on his quest for financial success, Genjuro 
falls madly in love with a beautiful and mysterious princess, who turns out to be a ghost. 
He finally returns home to learn that his wife has died at the hand of soldiers and that he 
will live with only the memories of her love for him. 
                                                       
142 Winners of Silver Lions along with Mizoguchi’s film were Moulin Rouge by John Huston, 
Thérèse Raquin by Marcel Carné, Sadko by Aleksandr Ptushko, I Vitelloni by Federico Fellini 
and The Little Fugitive by Ray Ashley, Morris Engel, Ruth Orkin. 
143 In the original French: « Le XIVe Festival de Venise aura achevé de consacrer un échec : celui 
des Palmarès qui sont en principe la conclusion et le résultat de ces manifestations. Celui de cette 
année a été proclamé sous les huées. (…) L’indignation de la salle fut à son comble pour le Lion 
d’Argent de Moulin Rouge et le Lion de Bronze de Pick Up on South Street. Trois décisions 
seulement furent applaudies : la non attribution du Lion d’Or et les Lions d’Argent de Ugetsu 
Monogatari et de The Little Fugitive » (Cahiers 27, 10). 
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 In their collective review of Ugetsu in the column “Petit Dictionnaire Pour 
Venise,” André Bazin, Michel Mayoux and Jean-José Richer agreed with the jury’s 
decision to reward Mizoguchi and hailed the film as “one of the most intellectually 
stimulating films we saw,” along with Antonioni’s Vinti and Pudovkin’s Vasili’s Return 
(Cahiers 27, 7).144 Cahiers’ critics were completely charmed by the film, and their 
enthusiasm was heartfelt and contagious. Based on their own experience, they advised 
their readers about what to expect: 
All you need to know is that the whole film is shrouded in a surreal atmosphere, 
at the boundaries of the real and the imaginary; that we never really know if the 
scenes we see are actually experienced by Genjuro [the lead character] or if he 
dreams them, and that the enchantments are only revealed after the fact. (Cahiers 
27, 7)145 
The critics do not locate the film’s mysterious and fantastic tone in its historically 
removed setting or in the film’s Japanese origins. For the critics, the film’s strangeness 
arises from the contrast between the fantastic situation and their realistic treatment much 
more than from the exoticism of the “decors, costumes, language, and even the eccentric 
acting methods originating from Japanese theater”(Cahiers 27, 7).146 In addition to the 
                                                       
144 In the original French : « Avec les admirables Vinti d’Antonioni et le non moins admirable 
Retour de Vassili de Poudovkine, c’est un des films les plus excitants pour l’esprit que nous 
vîmes, et nous l’avons reçu avec un plaisir en harmonie avec son titre ravissant » (Cahiers 27, 6). 
145 In the original French : « Sachez seulement que tout le film baigne dans une atmosphère 
d’étrangeté, aux confins du réel et de l’irréel, que l’on ne sait jamais très sûrement si les scènes 
que l’on voit sont vécues par Genjuro, ou s’il les rêve, et que les enchantements ne se révèlent 
comme tels qu’après coup » (Cahiers 27, 7). 
146 In the original French : « L’insolite naît du contraste entre le fantastique des situations et le 
réalisme du traitement, beaucoup plus que de l’exotisme du décor, des costumes, vite assimilés, 
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film’s visual characteristics, Mizoguchi’s work was admired because he constructed a 
fairytale world that brought the viewer to “the heart of the mystery” (Cahiers 27, 7).147   
 Once again, the critics compare this film to Kurosawa’s Rashōmon. For them, 
Rashōmon’s best scenes also “let [the viewer] into a strange world” but the “tedious 
philosophical explication of [the film’s] events dragged the story down.”148 By contrast, 
Ugetsu Monogatari avoids this defect and achieves a perfect balance: “We are at the 
heart of the mystery. The imaginary feeds on reality, and there are no fairy tales where 
the fairies aren’t also lovers” (Cahiers 27, 7).149   
 Seven years later, when Ugetsu Monogatari was commercially released in 
Parisian showrooms, the young Cahiers critics would crown the film as a masterpiece. 
And finding in Mizoguchi the poetic elements for which they had been searching, they 
championed his work from that time forward (See chapter 6). 
 
Cannes 1954: Gate of Hell (Jigoku-mon) 
 By 1954, the selection of Japanese films included at Cannes three feature-length 
films: Gate of Hell (1953) by Teinosuke Kinugasa, An Inlet of Muddy Water (Nigorie) 
(1953) by Tadashi Imai, and Love Letter (Koibumi) (1953) by Kinuyo Tanaka. The latter 
                                                       
plus même que de l’inhabituel d’un langage, d’une gesticulation dont le baroquisme vient en 
droite ligne des rites complexes du théâtre asiatique » (Cahiers 27, 7). 
147 In the original French : « Nous sommes au cœur du mystère » (Cahiers 27, 7). 
148 In the original French : « Déjà, les meilleurs passages de Ramhô-Mon (sic) nous faisaient 
pénétrer dans le monde de l’étrange (…) l’ennuyeuse explication philosophique des événements 
alourdissait le récit » (Cahiers 27, 7). 
149 In the original French : « Rien de tel dans cette fois. Nous sommes au cœur du mystère. Car 
l’imaginaire se nourrit de réalité, et il n’est de contes de fées dont les fées ne soient aussi des 
amantes » (Cahiers 27, 7). 
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two were modern films, whereas Gate of Hell was a big budget Eastman-color period-
piece produced by Daiei. It would be awarded the Palme d’Or, Cannes’ highest prize. 
Kinuyo Tanaka, director of Love Letter (Koibumi), was the lead actress in The 
Life of Oharu and this was the first film she directed. In the press book, the Shintoho 
production company marketed the film by explaining that, as the first woman director in 
Japan, Tanaka was part of a wider trend towards women’s liberation in Japanese 
society.150 The modern drama is set in postwar Japan and follows the story of Reikichi, a 
soldier discharged from the army who writes letters on behalf of Japanese prostitutes to 
American soldiers who have returned home. Reikichi then embarks on a quest to find his 
first love.  
The other modern film, An Inlet of Muddy Water (Nigorie) by Tadashi Imai, tells 
the story of three different women and highlights the changing roles of women in Japan. 
However, social issues surrounding women’s status in postwar Japan did not seem to 
interest Cahiers’ critics or Cannes’ jury, and neither film received recognition. Instead, 
all eyes were on Gate of Hell, the film that amazed viewers with its audacious use of 
color.  
 With a steady increase in the number of Japanese films being screened and 
winning awards on the European film circuit, Bazin and Doniol-Valcroze enthusiastically 
shared in their “Notes on Cannes” that “Japan has decided to astound us at every festival. 
One way or another, this one will be remembered as the Festival where Teinosuke 
                                                       
150 FIFR 118 B16, La Cinémathèque Française. Paris, France. June 15, 2015. 
  
88 
Kinugasa’s Gate of Hell was screened” (Cahiers 34, April, 1954: 36).151 In a notice 
published for the press in attendance at the Cannes Film Festival, Daiei explained that the 
story of Gate of Hell (Jigoku-Mon) was commonly known in Japan and based on actual 
historical events. The Daiei studio devoted considerable effort to maintaining the 
historical accuracy of the costumes and the different settings.152 The film is a screen 
adaptation of a play by Kan Kikuchi based on the story of a 12th-century samurai who 
falls in love with a married noblewoman. The lovers concoct a plan to kill the husband, 
but in a tragic twist, she trades places with her husband and offers herself up for his life. 
For Bazin, the tragic tale steered cleared of melodrama and was “amazingly restrained” 
(Cahiers 34, 37).153 In fact, the critics hailed the film as “one of the most civilized films 
we’ve seen in a long time” (Cahiers 34, 37)154 and found that the drama reveals an 
uncommon mastery and sense of nuance “even in its smallest details” (Cahiers, 34, 
37).155  
 Critics exclaimed that “never had color been used with such audacity and taste” 
and that “never had a ‘dramatization’ of color been attained with such a balance between 
                                                       
151 In the original French : « Le Japon a choisi de nous étonner à chaque festival. D’une façon ou 
d’une autre celui-ci restera comme le Festival où fut présenté La Porte de l’Enfer de Teinosuke 
Kinugasa » (Cahiers 34, 36). 
152 FIFR 118 B16, La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. June 15, 2015. 
153 In the original French : « Cette tragédie à trois personnages sur la fidélité est d’un 
dépouillement et d’une sobriété remarquable » (Cahiers 34, 37) 
154 In the original French: « Ce drame du XIIe est un des films les plus civilisés que nous ayons vu 
depuis longtemps » (Cahiers 34, 37). 
155 In the original French : « Jusque dans le plus petit détail La Porte de l’Enfer révèle un (sic) 
maîtrise et un sens des nuances peu communs » (Cahiers 34, 37). 
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the requirements of the story and artistic preoccupations” (Cahiers 34, 36).156 The color 
achievement in Gate of Hell was so new and surprising that the critics remembered the 
bursting forth of “metallic blues and reds [they] had never before seen” as so startling 
that a “stupor of admiration took hold of the screening room when the first images 
appeared” (Cahiers 34, 36).157  
  
With Gate of Hell, Daiei explained that it had attempted to show “12th century 
Japan as a series of prints to foreign audiences.”158 And indeed, Cahiers’ critics noted that 
Gate of Hell effortlessly integrated Japan’s paintings and woodprints on screen (Cahiers 
34, 36-37).159 They compared a horse racing sequence, where the camera pans to follow a 
group of soldiers galloping on horses on the beach to Degas’ horse race paintings 
(Cahiers 34, 37).160 For Cahiers’ critics, Gate of Hell illustrated a positive trend that was 
taking place in global cinema. They noted that, thanks to the globalization of film 
exchange and the increased quality of international films: 
Nations [Egypt, Brazil, Austria, Brazil, Sweden, Poland, India, Greece] are no 
longer « admitted » for their exoticism; compete on equal footing and are slowly 
catching up to Japan, which, from festival to festival, now looks a priori like an 
                                                       
156 In the original French : « Jamais la couleur n’avait été utilisée avec autant d’audace et de goût, 
jamais une « dramatisation » de la couleur n’avait été atteinte dans un tel équilibre entre les 
exigences du récit et la préoccupation artistique » (Cahiers 34, 36). 
157 In the original French : « Une stupeur admirative saisit la salle quand en apparurent les 
premiers images … Soudain éclataient devant nous des bleus métalliques et des rouges que nous 
n’avions jamais vu auparavant » (Cahiers 34, 36-37). 
158 FIFR 118 B16, La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. June 15, 2015.  
159 In the original French : « Tout l’art japonais de la peinture et de l’estampe se sont brusquement 
intégrés au film sans qu’il y ait trace d’effort » (Cahiers 34, 37). 
160 In the original French : « La séquence des courses de chevaux fait penser aux tableaux de 
course de Degas » (Cahiers 34, 37). 
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outsider and which, this year won once again with Teinosuke Kinugasa’s Gate of 
Hell. (Cahiers 34, 31)161  
Japan had not only been accepted as a leading film producer, on par with France and 
America, but it also dominated in the field of film technology with its innovative use of 
color.162 Eric Rohmer would later mention Gate of Hell in his article “On Taste and 
Color” as providing an “additional refinement” and embracing the development of color 
because “it is only in color that cinematic expression attains absolute realism” (Rohmer 
68).163 
 In the June 1954 issue, another critic at Cahiers took the opportunity to praise 
Gate of Hell. In the column “Petit Journal Intime du Cinéma,” Denis Marion harshly 
criticized a review that was published in Paris-presse by an anonymous reporter who 
accused Japan of sending costume period films “stuffed with exoticism” to impress and 
seduce international audiences. The Paris-presse article had stated that, as with 
Rashōmon’s commercial failure in Japan, “Gate of Hell did not even last a few weeks in 
Tokyo’ cinemas,” and that both films were poorly received by Japanese critics who 
“never thought of classifying Gate of Hell as one of the two best films” (Cahiers, 36, 
43).164 For Marion, a good film was not necessarily one that its national critics admired, 
                                                       
161 In the original French : « Les nations ne sont plus maintenant « admises » pour l’exotisme, 
elles luttent à armes égales et se rapprochent peu à peu du Japon qui de festivals en festivals fait 
maintenant figure a priori d’outsider et qui cette année encore a gagné avec La Porte de l’Enfer 
de Teinosuke Kinugasa » (Cahiers 34, 31). 
162 Seven color processes battled to master color film technology: Technicolor, Sovcolor, 
Agfacolor, Gevacolor, Ferraniacolor, Eastmancolor and Cinéfotocolor.  
163 Originally quoted in Arts 59, March 1956. 
164 In the original French : « Information non signée que publie Paris-presse : « Pour la seconde 
fois, les Japonais n’en reviennent pas (…) Les Portes de l’Enfer n’avait même pas tenu quelques 
semaines à travers tous les cinémas de Tokyo. Il n’est seulement jamais venu à personne l’idée de 
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and he believed that the juries at film festivals often discovered treasures that had been 
previously ignored in their countries of origin. To refute the claim that Gate of Hell was a 
“bad film,” Marion cited the precedent of Bicycle Thieves, a film that was originally 
ignored by Italian film critics. 
  
 However, not all critics at Cahiers were impressed by Gate of Hell. Jean-José 
Richer expressed his dissatisfaction with the Cannes prize in his lengthy article entitled 
“Lafayette, Here We Come” (Cahiers 37, 39).165 Richer’s article represents the first time 
critics at Cahiers openly disagreed in their judgments of a Japanese film and sketches an 
internal rift within the publication that would continue to develop for the next four years. 
 Unlike Bazin, Richer and the young Turks at Cahiers looked to position 
themselves against dominant filmmakers “who, by virtue of producing films that are at 
once expensive, profitable, and winners of prestigious festival awards, have the power, 
the money, and the art” (Mary 161).  
 Richer begins his article by emphasizing the ubiquitous lack of knowledge of 
Japanese cinema amongst French critics and explains that “the most fortunate European 
film critics have not seen more than half a dozen Japanese films” (Cahiers 37, 39).166 In 
                                                       
le classer parmi les dix premiers films. » Passons sur la langue de cet échotier – charabia qui 
paraît traduit, (…) et retenons que pour lui, un bon film japonais est un film que les Japonais 
trouvent bon. Inutile de lui rappeler que les jurys des festivals ont fait découvrir les mérites de 
Brève rencontre aux Anglais, du Voleur de Bicyclette aux Italiens, de O Cangaceiro aux 
Brésiliens, de Jeux interdits aux Français. (…) Sans compter que les critiques japonais peuvent 
avoir aussi peu de goût que leur confrère de Paris-presse » (Cahiers 36, 43).  
165 In the original French : « Lafayette nous voici ! » (Cahiers 37, July 1954). 
166 In the original French : « Les plus favorisés des critiques européens ayant vu à peine une demi-
douzaine de films japonais » (Cahiers 37, 39). 
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Richer’s opinion, juries at film festivals and other mainstream critics have been blinded 
by the appeal of historical period pieces and have ignored Japan’s rising trend of modern 
productions, where archaic social and family conventions clash with “the wave of 
emancipation and liberalism brought about by the American occupation” (Cahiers 37, 
39).167 Richer believes that Japanese cinema “has already proved that it was gifted enough 
to deliver, at the same time as its feudal sagas, at least an eastern equivalent of the great 
European films that evoke the disasters of the war and men’s distress at being crushed 
under its ruins” (Cahiers 37, 40).168 Unfortunately to Richer’s mind, only a few film 
critics, like his colleague Georges Sadoul and Suzanne Audrey in her Cahiers 30 article, 
had paid attention to new modern trends taking place in Japanese society (Cahiers 37, 
40). 
 Richer summarizes critical reaction to Japanese cinema since the revelation of 
Rashōmon and explains that “it has now become commonplace to express the awkward 
position in which any new Japanese film throws the Western spectator” (Cahiers 37, 
39).169 Richer compares the experience of seeing a Japanese film to gazing at Sirius, the 
brightest star in the sky: “it nevertheless remains indisputable that, for a European eye, 
                                                       
167 In the original French : « La tradition romanesque et théâtrale d’un Moyen-Age qui  … 
(Cahiers 37, 39) s’éternisa se perpétue dans des bandes historiques (qu’on envoie dans les 
festivals) à côté d’une production moderne où, si l’on s’en remet à l’article consacré par Suzanne 
Audrey dans le numéro 30 de ces Cahiers au problème de la femme japonaise (actrice, 
spectatrice), --s’affrontent plus ou moins confusément l’archaïsme encore vivace des conceptions 
sociale et familiales de la vague d’affranchissement et de libéralisme apportée par l’occupation 
américaine » (Cahiers 37, 40). 
168 In the original French : « Peut-être existe-t-il d’autres courants divergents, voire antinomiques, 
au sein de ce cinéma qui a déjà prouvé qu’il était assez doué pour donner, en même temps que ses 
fresques féodales, au moins un équivalent oriental des grands films européens évocateurs des 
désastres de la guerre et de la détresse de l’homme écrasé sous ses ruines » (Cahiers 37, 40).  
169 In the original French : « C’est devenu un lieu commun que d’exprimer l’embarras dans lequel 
tout nouveau film japonais plonge le spectateur d’Occident » (Cahiers 37, 39). 
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Japanese cinema is almost that of Sirius insofar as the direct and deep references are both 
missing in the film domain, and at least for non-specialists, in the cultural area (Cahiers 
37, 39).170 In Richer’s opinion, a foreign gaze inevitably hindered viewers’ proper 
understanding of Japanese films. The problem for Richer is that, “in the absence of a 
sufficient national context, Western imagination runs wild” (Cahiers 37, 40),171 leading 
some critics to inaccurately compare Japanese ideas to European ones.  
Richer is particularly disgruntled that: 
In discussing Rashōmon, one [film critic] evoked Pirandello, the other established 
subtle relationships between The Life of Oharu and the picaresque novel, and 
finally, just recently, the President of a jury made a comparison to Princesse de 
Cleves and in doing so, unwittingly crossed the gate of hell by awarding this 
princess a crown around which the man wearing a bowler hat stubbornly circled.    
(Cahiers 37, 40)172 
While Richer does not publish the names of the critics he is accusing, one only needs to 
look back at Rashōmon’s film reviews to remember that André Bazin had made a 
reference to the Pirandellian structure of Rashōmon’s narrative in his 1952 article in 
                                                       
170 In the original French : « Il reste pourtant incontestable que pour un œil européen le cinéma 
nippon est presque celui de Sirius dans la mesure où les références directes et profondes 
manquent à la fois dans le domaine cinématographique et du moins pour les non-spécialistes, 
dans celui de la culture » (Cahiers 37, 39). 
171 In the original French : « En l’absence donc de contexte national suffisant, l’imagination 
occidentale se donne libre cours » (Cahiers 37, 40).  
172 In the original French : « En l’absence donc de contexte national suffisant, l’imagination 
occidentale se donne libre cours : l’un évoqua Pirandello à propos de Rashōmon, l’autre établit de 
subtils rapports entre La Vie de O’Haru femme galante et le roman picaresque, ce fut enfin, tout 
récemment, l’allusion à la Princesse de Clèves lancée par le président d’un jury qui franchit peut-
être à son insu la porte de l’enfer en décernant à cette princesse la couronne autour de laquelle 
tournait obstinément un jeune homme en chapeau melon » (Cahiers 37, 40). 
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France Observateur.173 Positif had also referenced Pirandello in its review. Meanwhile, 
the reference to the Princesse de Cleves was made by Jean Cocteau, who, as President of 
the 1954 Cannes Jury, had proclaimed that Gate of Hell had the “most beautiful colors in 
the world.”174  
  
 In Richer’s view, Japanese films hold exotic qualities that seduce the audience’s 
judgment and consequently distort viewers’ taste. To make his point, he ironically 
compares film audiences to food consumers and explains how the appreciation for certain 
foods is dangerously subjective and not founded on concrete aesthetic standards:  
Thus, each person savors these strange exotic fruits by calling up from his 
experience any recollection, any possible connection with more familiar meals, 
and thus the critical stands are spread out on either side of an ideal line that 
separates explorers with a curious palate from gourmets whose taste is narrow, 
xenophobic and hostile to any “barbaric” experience. (Cahiers 37, 40)175 
                                                       
173 Following is the original passage from Bazin’s review: « Nonetheless, nothing leads us to 
believe that the dead man’s tale is more accurate than the stories of the others. We are apparently 
dealing in Rashōmon, then with a “Pirandellian” [a reference to the modernist drama of Luigi 
Pirandello (1867-1936), which often blurs the distinction between illusion and reality] action, but 
one that also has a moral purpose: it serves to illustrate not so much the impossibility of knowing 
the truth though the vehicle of human consciousness as the difficulty of believing in the goodness 
of man» (On Global Cinema 156). The comparison was then later picked up by Radio Cinéma 
Télévision’s review of Rashōmon. September 19, 1952. 
174 FIFA 447 B77, La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, France. July 2, 2015. 
175 In the original French : « Ainsi donc chacun déguste-t-il ces fruits étranges de l’exotisme en 
sollicitant de son expérience toute réminiscence, tout rapport éventuel avec des mets plus 
familiers, et les positions critiques se repartissent-elles de part et d’autre d’une ligne idéale qui 
sépare les explorateurs au palais curieux des gourmets au goût étroit, xénophobe, hostile à toute 
expérience « barbare » » (Cahiers 37, 40). 
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Through a culinary metaphor, Richer is challenging his colleagues to be more 
knowledgeable when assessing foreign films. In order to further demonstrate his point, 
Richer creates three categories to classify spectators’ taste when they consume films: the 
curious explorers, the gluttonous consumers, and the picky gourmet. Because the 
majority of viewers are greedy, and ready to “gobble up” the slightest taste of exoticism 
and evasion, the usual remaining option is for a spectator “to choose between the explorer 
and the gourmet.” Richer sees Gate of Hell, however, as splitting the difference and 
making no secret of an attempt to “please the most diverse palates” and “fit not so much a 
style as an exterior presentation to the industrial uniformity of international super 
productions.”176 Consequently, Gate of Hell makes it more difficult to tell the difference 
between an explorer’s experience of the film and a gourmet’s. 
Richer’s opinion points to the difficulties faced by French critics in assessing 
Japanese cinema. Because Japan had developed one of the world’s largest film markets, 
one whose structure resembled the massive scale of Hollywood studio systems, critics 
tried to gauge the authenticity of Japanese cinema’s artistic mission. Within these new 
parameters, Richer assumed that Japan’s production was motivated by a commercially 
                                                       
176 In the original French : « Bien sûr il y a aussi et surtout une majorité de goulus prêts à avaler 
avec le même engouement fébrile, la même fringale de nouveauté à tout prix, le premier film 
malgache ou Japon (sic) venu leur dispenser un brin d’exotisme ou une parcelle d’évasion. Il faut 
donc apparemment choisir entre l’explorateur et le gourmet. Où plutôt le fallait-il, jusqu’à cette 
Porte de l’Enfer qui semble rendre la nécessité du choix moins évidente. Je serais en effet peu 
éloigné de déceler dans ce mets somptueux quelque souci nouveau et – pourquoi le celer – 
équivoque, de flatter les palais les plus divers, d’ajuster moins un style qu’une sorte de 
présentation extérieure à l’industrielle uniformité des super-productions internationales» 
 (Cahiers 37, 39). 
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driven cinematographic culture; and, as a result of this assumption, he reopened the 
question of Japan’s commitment to the art of cinematography. 
 In conclusion, Richer pleads for Japanese directors to refrain from deliberately 
“adjusting” their films’ “exterior presentation” to accommodate the taste of international 
audiences: 
I wish that Japanese cinema would remain a bit more secret for me, at least for a 
little while longer; that it would remain somewhat more hidden; that it let itself be 
discovered; that it would not be too impatient to assimilate the recipes that will 
make it a luxuriously cosmopolitan product. (Cahiers 37, 39)177 
Richer ends his plea by quoting a line from the French poet Paul Valéry, who, in 
the early 1900s, wrote “Hide your God. Hide your Demons,” to relay the idea that an 
individual’s uniqueness and strengths exist because they remain secret.178 Valéry’s motto 
emphasizes that what matters is not the content of the secret, but the process of discovery. 
The moment that the qualities of that uniqueness are fully and precisely revealed, it 
becomes a weakness. Richer’s request is aligned with French cinephilia’s fundamental 
understanding of cinematographic practices and modes of viewing. For Cahiers’ critics, 
cinema should involve an effort on the viewer’s part to interpret the film. Films that 
retained their secrecy could presumably encourage such an active cinephilic experience.   
 
                                                       
177 In the original French : « J’aimerais que le cinéma japonais me reste, du moins quelque temps 
encore, un peu plus secret; que son accès soit un peu plus gardé; qu’il se fasse découvrir; qu’il ne 
soit point trop impatient d’assimiler les recettes qui feront de lui un produit luxueusement 
cosmopolite. « Cache ton Dieu,» dit Valéry » (Cahiers 37, 39). 
178 Valéry’s watchword appeared in several of his writings starting in 1907. In the original 
French : « Cache ton Dieu, Cache ton Diable. » 
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A Transformative Cinephilic Moment 
In recounting his experience during the 1950s, the film critic Pierre Legendre 
described going to the movies as a ritual, “a formula that harbored a strangeness that is 
indefinable.”179 He also described the experience of movie-going as one where, “cinema 
takes hold of our interiority” (Cahiers, Hors-Série, November 2000- Propos recueillis par 
Charles Tesson 13).180 The idea that images on screen have the power to evoke a dream-
like state was introduced as early as 1927 by surrealists and, in particular, French film 
theorist Antonin Artaud, who explained that screening a film in a dark room created an 
environment in which images could speak to the spectator’s subconscious.  
The French cinephiles of the 1950s viewed going to the movies as a similarly 
religious experience. Going to the cinema was a ceremonial experience, linked to the 
small, dark rooms of a local ciné-club, where the setting and the excitement of 
discovering an unknown film would allow the viewer to travel to a subconscious level. 
As Richer demonstrated, for cinema to act as a conduit to one’s inner meaning of the 
film, it needed to maintain a distance and a secrecy that allowed the spectator to access 
those guarded places. For these cinephiles, cinema needed to allow the spectator to make 
choices and discover, for himself, the mystery that needed to be revealed. A film was a 
place where “each person comes looking for a sign of himself” (Cahiers, Hors-Série, 
November 2000- Propos recueillis par Charles Tesson 13).181 For the majority of Cahiers’ 
                                                       
179 In the original French : « Une formule qui recelait une étrangeté indéfinissable. »  
180 In the original French : « Le cinéma s’empare de la scène intérieure de chacun. » 
181 In the original French : « Chacun vient chercher le signe de lui-même. »  
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critics, the best films were the ones that, instead of immediate access to their secrets, 
offered access to secrecy and maintained their concealment.  
 Having laid out the idea that Japanese studios could be manipulating their 
production to fit Europeans tastes, and after expressing his desire for Japanese cinema to 
maintain its appeal through its secrecy, Richer then curbs his criticism and compliments 
some isolated elements of Gate of Hell as a “wonderful original glaze” that is not to be 
confused with the film’s brilliantly lacquered, less authentic surface.182 The elements he 
highlights offered glimpses of uniquely Japanese aesthetics and included certain “effects 
of the film’s direction” and “sometimes admirable” music, as well its “treatment of the 
secondary characters (most notably the Aunt).”183 Richer particularly enjoyed the end of 
the film, which he describes in the following complimentary terms: 
From the palace revolt to the immolation of the heroine, the work follow a curve 
of beautiful tragic simplicity until the final crisis, when thirty centuries of 
modesty and refinement meet up, though the slightest movement, the slightest 
expression, the most minute sign, with the timelessness of tragedy; unforgettable 
images of the husband in his white robe, cut to the quick by his serene pain, of the 
rival suddenly delivered from the demon of violence, of the victim, forever fixed 
in graceful languor of a light death. (Cahiers 37, 39)184 
 
                                                       
182 In the original French : « Plusieurs éléments du film, les traces d’une laque fort brillante mais 
moins authenti8que que le merveilleux glacis original que des éclairs révélateurs ne nous laissent 
heureusement pas ignorer » (Cahiers 37, 39). 
183 In the original French : « Cela tient à des riens, à un climat plutôt que confirment ça et là 
certains effets de la réalisation, de la musique (parfois admirable) et aussi le traitement des 
personnages secondaires (la tante notamment) » (Cahiers 37, 39). 
184 In the original French : « Ceci dit, de la révolte de palais à l’immolation de l’héroïne, l’œuvre 
suit une courbe belle de simplicité tragique jusqu’à la crise finale où trente siècles de pudeur et de 
raffinement rejoignent par le truchement du moindre geste, de la plus furtive expression, du signe 
le plus infime, l’intemporalité de la tragédie; images inoubliables du mari immobile dans sa robe 
blanche, piqué au cœur même de sa douleur sereine, du rival soudain exorcisé du démon de la 
violence, de la victime à jamais fixée dans les alanguissements gracieux d’une mort légère» 
(Cahiers 37, 39).  
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Richer’s conclusion reveals a deep admiration for certain sequences and images in the 
film, in stark contrast to his opening statement. His style suddenly emulates the poetic 
explanation he is giving and betrays the direction Cahiers will take.    
 
Summary  
Record from the period from 1952 to 1954 reveals that, while Japanese production 
companies exported a larger variety of film genres to the film festival circuit, juries 
rewarded only historical dramas and ignored the more liberal and politically engaged 
modern films. This period also reveals that, while Cahiers’ critics professed to prefer 
innovative films, they nevertheless paid little attention to the lesser-known Japanese films 
that were screened at festivals. In addition, critics at Cahiers were beginning to disagree 
in their assessment of Japanese cinema. Bazin maintained an overall appreciation for the 
majority of the films he had seen, whereas Jean-José Richer, as a young critic, took a 
stand against what was perceived as the easy and appealing exoticism of historical 
dramas and large budget color films. Most importantly, this period is defined by the 
discovery and growing awareness of the works of Mizoguchi. With the advent of the 
politique des auteurs, the young critics at Cahiers would continue to express their 
admiration for Mizoguchi, seeking to secure him a spot in the pantheon of great film 
directors.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
The “Politique des Auteurs” 1954-1956 
 
 Venice 1954: The first Kurosawa-Mizoguchi Confrontation 
 Three years after the discovery of Rashōmon, the Venice Film Festival continued 
to play a central role in the promotion of Japanese productions. In 1954 the Festival 
selected four Japanese films in its official competition: two period films, Sansho the 
Bailiff by Kenji Mizoguchi and Seven Samurai by Akira Kurosawa; and two modern 
dramas, Golden Demon by Koji Shima and An Inn at Osaka by Heinosuke Gosho. 
 Mizoguchi’s Sansho the Bailiff is an adaptation of Mori Ōgai’s 1941 eponymous 
short story, inspired by a Buddhist folktale (Sato Kenji Mizoguchi 116). The film follows 
the story of a mother and her two children who are captured by a slave trader and sold to 
cruel masters. After freeing the slaves and prisoners among whom he had formerly lived, 
one of the children seeks out his mother. 
 Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai is set in 17th century Japan and follows the adventures 
of several poor farmers. They hire seven samurai to rid their village of marauding 
bandits. The film was Toho’s highest-grossing film of the year in Japan, and it ranked 
third in the country’s domestic releases.185  
 The direct confrontation of the two most recognizable Japanese directors and the 
two most influential Japanese production companies (Daiei for Sansho the Bailiff and the 
Toho company for Seven Samurai) resulted in a tie. The jury co-awarded both films a 
                                                       
185 Seven Samurai was such a success that it outgrossed Irshirõ Honda’s science fiction film 
Godzilla (1954).  
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Silver Lion,186 leading Cahiers’ critic Jean-José Richer, in his review of the Venice Film 
Festival, to report that Japan, having won two awards this time around, “has once again 
asserted itself as one of the most cinematographically important and noticeable nations” 
(Cahiers 40, November, 1954: 8).187  
 Echoing his review of Gate of Hell, Richer found Kurosawa’s samurai film to be 
inauthentic and calculated in its efforts to align exotic elements for the purpose of 
charming western viewers. Richer emphatically disagreed with the decision of Venice’s 
jury to find Mizoguchi’s film and Kurosawa’s strictly equal in merit.188 In his opinion, 
only Mizoguchi created a film that could be admired for elements that went beyond its 
Eastern origins: “Of the Japanese directors known to us, only [Mizoguchi] has definitely 
surpassed the attractive - but minor - stage of exoticism to reach a deeper level where we 
no longer have to fear [Japanese cinema’s] deceptive glamour” (Cahiers 40, 9).189 
Richer’s review explains that Mizoguchi’s work is unique because it creates a cinematic 
world that is sufficiently foreign and not calculatedly exotic. According to Richer, 
                                                       
186 The other films awarded the Silver Lion were Elia Kazan’s On the Waterfront and Federico 
Fellini’s La Strada. 
187 In the original French : « Le japon, représenté par quatre films, dont trois en compétition, 
couronné à deux reprises, devait encore une fois s’affirmer une fois de plus comme une des 
nations cinématographiquement importantes, et les plus remarquées. Geste peu usuel de la part 
d’un jury toujours prêt à faire le plus d’élus possible dans la plus large des rédemptions, non tant 
à cause de l’immobilisation d’un second Lion d’Argent (que des talents injustement ignorés 
réclamaient ailleurs) que la confusion des valeurs qu’elle sanctionnait. Il n’est pas douteux que 
ces deux films surclassaient le reste de la participation japonaise » (Cahiers 40, 8-9). 
188 In the original French : « Cette double distinction, attribuée à Sansho Dayu (Mizoguchi) et à 
Sept Samouraïs (Kurosawa), sur un plan de stricte égalité, m’a paru excessive » (Cahiers 40, 9). 
189 In the original French : « Seul des hommes de cinéma japonais connus de nous, il a su dépasser 
définitivement le stade attrayant, mais mineur, de l’exotisme pour rejoindre un plan plus profond 
où nous n’avons plus à craindre les prestiges fallacieux » (Cahiers 40, 9).  
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Mizoguchi accomplishes this by deliberately disengaging with Japan’s theatrical 
traditions: 
Apparently less enslaved to the very strong influence of traditional theater forms 
than his fellow Japanese directors, Mizoguchi plunges us into the endless 
windings of a story that embraces an entire lifetime, even several generations. The 
extraordinary conception of time that crystallizes in his work makes a Westerner 
lose his bearings. (Cahiers 40, 9)190 
In trying to uncover a unique quality of an “auteur,” Richer misinterprets the influences 
on Mizoguchi’s work. Richer attributes Mizoguchi’s directorial style to a detachment 
from Japanese theatrical traditions, whereas, in reality, as later studies have shown, 
Mizoguchi was influenced by Noh theater — with its bare stage, abstract symbolism, and 
austere music.191  
 Richer’s singular focus on the director in this 1954 review does not come as a 
surprise. In January of that same year, the trend towards the cult of the metteur en scène 
— the process of examining a director’s filmography and highlighting the elements that 
expressed a personal style – had been launched when Jacques Rivette laid the 
groundwork for this critical methodology in his article “L’âge des metteurs en scène” 
                                                       
190 In the original French : « Apparemment moins assujetti que ses confrères à la très forte 
influence des formes théâtrales traditionnelles, Mizoguchi nous plonge dans les méandres sans fin 
d’un récit qui embrasse une vie entière, voire plusieurs générations. Chez lui se cristallise une 
extraordinaire conception du temps qui fait perdre pieds à l’Occidental » (Cahiers 40, 9).  
191 Sato, Tadao. Kenji Mizoguchi and the Art of Japanese Cinema. Translated by Brig Tankha. 
English Edition. Oxford, England: Berg, 2008. 
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(Cahiers 31).192 The idea set forth by Rivette is that a film, like a novel, has to have one 
auteur.  
 In Mizoguchi’s case, Richer found a unique combination of poetry, storytelling 
and artistic taste. Even though Richer admits to having screened only a handful of 
Mizoguchi’s films, he found that each of those films testified in turn to the director’s 
unique style and pure aesthetics:  
From The Life of Oharu to Sansho the Bailiff [Sansho Dayu], through Ugetsu, a 
style has imposed itself that is always faithful to its own unity, the result of an 
admirable balance between the rhythmic chant of the poet, the precise and neat 
line of the storyteller and the concerns of the visual artist. (Cahiers 40, 9)193 
In addition to including Mizoguchi in the pantheon of auteurs, Richer’s review of Sansho 
the Bailiff thus illustrates how the politique des auteurs was to be implemented by its 
proponents. François Truffaut’s provocative article “Une certaine tendance du cinéma 
français,” also published in 1954, not only denounced the more commonly acclaimed 
“French quality” directors, but formulated the idea that a metteur en scène was always 
recognizably so, in every film he made.  
                                                       
192 This was the second time Jacques Rivette took the lead and paved the way for other young 
colleagues to follow suit. Rivette’s selection of Hawks after he published an article lauding the 
“Genius of Howard Hawks” in May 1953 had already been backed by Richer and the younger 
critics at Cahiers. Rivette’s writing style was less confrontational than his colleagues’, and he 
quietly perfected his ideas of an “essentialist cinema” in his article on Otto Preminger’s Angel 
Face (Cahiers 42, December 1954).   
193 In the original French : « De la Vie d’OHaru à Sansho Dayu, en passant par les Contes de la 
Lune vague, s’est imposé un style toujours fidele à sa propre unité, fruit d’un admirable équilibre 
entre le chant rythmé du poète, le trait précis et égal du chroniqueur et les soucis du plasticien » 
(Cahiers 40, 9). 
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 Richer’s singling Mizoguchi out for praise as a consummate metteur-en-scène 
foreshadows publication of Truffaut’s article entitled “Ali Baba and the politics of 
auteurs” in February 1955 (Cahiers 44, Ali Baba et ‘La politique des auteurs,’ February 
1955). The article is now famously remembered as the first time Truffaut officially 
declared that he and his young associates were practicing “the politics of auteurs.” 
Quoting the famous novelist and playwright Jean Giraudoux, Truffaut writes: “There are 
no works; there are only auteurs” (Cahiers 44 (1955): 45-47).194 Truffaut and his 
colleagues wanted to defend the few auteurs who had been identified because the 
majority of the public (and, more importantly, other film critics) lacked the ability to 
sense their artistic genius. This ‘politique’ therefore required vehemently defending the 
directors that the Cahiers’ group themselves thought deserved to be called auteurs.  
 In a July 1955 article for the weekly newspaper Arts, Truffaut condemned film 
critics for whom “there were no authors,” and who judged films like homemade 
mayonnaise: “Either it fails, or it works.”195 Strongly influenced by Henri Langlois’ 
screening methods, Truffaut deplored the critics who, lacking knowledge of the history of 
cinema and its techniques, and knowing nothing about writing a script, “can judge only 
on appearances and outward signs of ambition” (Arts, July 6, 1955).196  
                                                       
194 In the original French : «  Il n’y a pas d’oeuvres, il n’y a que des auteurs” (Cahiers 44 (1955): 
45-47). Truffaut reiterated the quotation from Claudel in Arts, July, 6, 1955, “Sept péchés 
capitaux de la critique,” Truffaut. 
195 In the original French : « Pour le critique de cinéma, c’est tout le contraire: il n’y a pas 
d’auteurs et il en va des films comme des mayonnaises: cela se rate ou se réussit »(Arts, July 6, 
1955). 
196 In the original French : « Le critique, qui ignore l’histoire du cinéma et sa technique, qui ne 
connaît rien à la construction d’un scénario, ne peut juger que sur des apparences, les signes 
extérieurs d’ambition » (Arts, July 6, 1955).  
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 In similar terms to those that Truffaut would use in his articles, Richer further 
explains in his that Mizoguchi’s work enables the rediscovery of a “certain poetic 
quality” that has been “almost lost in Europe” because its essential elements are 
disdained as outmoded by “a few stubborn people and a flock of incompetent ones” 
(Cahiers 40, 9).197 Although he applauds Mizoguchi’s talent, Richer remains rather vague 
as to how Mizoguchi was able to create this unique poetic cinematic world. This 
vagueness was quite common in Cahiers during this polemical period, as most critics had 
difficulty finding the words to express the “x” factor in a director.  
 Richer’s review of Sansho the Bailiff is important as it defines the overarching 
qualities that Cahiers’ critics were looking for in a director. For Richer, Mizoguchi’s art 
lies in his liberating lightness of touch: “Far from being overloaded, weighed down by 
the accumulation of events and the melodramatic nature of certain episodes, [Sansho the 
Bailiff] leaves the mind strangely free, lucid, open to what is important: the deep field of 
a sensibility” (Cahiers 40, 9).198 Mizoguchi’s work was understood to interpret the world 
through the poetic means of cinematographic elements, and his mise en scène allowed 
images to speak for themselves. In this way, he enabled the viewer to travel, not to Japan, 
but to his or her own interior sensibilities.  
                                                       
197 In the original French : « Certains éléments forts dédaignés, jugés désuets dans notre 
hémisphère par quelques fortes têtes et une nuée d’incapables, telle la plastique et plus 
généralement une certaine qualité poétique, retrouvent sous sa camera un sens pratiquement 
perdu en Europe » (Cahiers 40, 9). 
198 In the original French : « Loin d’être surchargée, alourdie par l’accumulation des événements 
et le caractère mélodramatique de certains épisodes, l’œuvre laisse l’esprit étrangement libre, 
lucide, ouvert à ce qui est important : le champ profond d’une sensibilité » (Cahiers 40, 9). 
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 The specific ways in which Mizoguchi achieved this “poetry” and “sensibility” 
have since been more directly discussed by the director himself than by Richer; 
Mizoguchi mainly used what is generally referred to as “one scene-one shot,” whereby 
the camera remains in one place, waiting for the action to unroll, instead of tracking 
actors’ movements. André Bazin was the first to laud this technique, and most of his 
disciples at Cahiers were quick to underline its ingenuity in Jean Renoir’s The Rules of 
the Game (1939) and Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane (1941). In addition to “never changing 
[the camera] during the entire sequence,” (Mizoguchi interview, Cahiers 116, February 
1960, 16), Mizoguchi also relied on a depth of field resulting from maintaining “the 
camera (…) at a certain distance” (Mizoguchi interview, Cahiers 116, February 1960, 16) 
— a technique that allowed the viewer to actively engage with the film and therefore 
experience a truer representation of reality. By maintaining the camera’s distance and 
avoiding subjective editing, Mizoguchi’s style of depth of focus brought a richer meaning 
to the images and a freedom of interpretation that Bazin had already revealed to be the 
stylistic trait of Renoir’s mise en scène. 
 In his text “The Evolution of the Language of Cinema,” Bazin explains that, 
independent of the contents of the image,  
[Depth of focus] implies, consequently, both a more active mental attitude on the 
part of the spectator and a more positive contribution on his part to the action in 
progress. While analytical montage only calls for him to follow his guide, to let 
his attention follow along smoothly with that of the director who will choose what 
he should see, here he is called upon to exercise at least a minimum of personal 
choice. It is from his attention and his will that the meaning of the image in part 
derives (Bazin, What Is Cinema 35-36). 
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By employing similar methods of mise en scène, Mizoguchi not only rescues his films 
from the genre of melodrama, but allows “people and things” to “hold hidden meanings, 
which we, as film viewers, must struggle to interpret” (Kline 42). 
 
Bazin and Seven Samurai 
 Even though the jury at the Venice Film Festival rewarded Sansho the Bailiff and 
Seven Samurai equally, Cahiers initially paid little attention to Kurosawa’s Seven 
Samurai. Even when it won the “Prix d’Honneur,” the highest prize at the VIth 
Référedum Cinématographique International de Vichy for best foreign film, Cahiers’ 
interest did not increase.199 It would take exactly one year, once Seven Samurai was 
awarded the Silver Lion at the Venice Film Festival, for Cahiers to mention the film in its 
pages.  
 In the “Petit Journal Intime du Cinéma” (Cahiers 51, October 1955, 34) Bazin 
begins his article by disclosing that he finally saw Seven Samurai, a film he was “not able 
to see last year in Venice” (Cahiers 51, 34).200 However, Bazin explains that the goal of 
his article is “not to do the expected review, but rather to discuss the problem of dubbing 
in Italy.”201 While Bazin avoided reviewing the film, he did explain that Seven Samurai 
was “likely one of the most commercial of the Samurai series” and as such, he found it 
                                                       
199 Franju 148 B21. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. June 19, 2015. June 5th 1955.  
200 In the original French : « Je suis allé voir dans un petit cinéma de Varèse, Les Sept Samouraïs 
que je n’avais pu voir à Venise l’an dernier » (Cahiers 51, 34). 
201 Bazin actively denounced the practice of dubbing, which he believed ruined the films, and 
advocated for showroom screenings of films in their original language. In the original French: 
« Mais mon propos n’est pas d’en faire la critique anticipée, je veux seulement signaler à son 
propos le problème du doublage en Italie » (Cahiers 51, 34). 
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surprising that “the film had not yet been released in France” (Cahiers 51, 34).202 Bazin 
made no definitive statements on the film’s quality apart from stating, as an aside, that, in 
addition to receiving the most mainstream media coverage since Rashōmon, Seven 
Samurai had the same “qualities and weaknesses” (Cahiers 51, 34).203   
 Inasmuch as Bazin had been one of Kurosawa’s staunch supporters at Cahiers, 
this commentary might appear surprisingly restrained and disinterested. Understanding 
Bazin’s apparent neutrality requires our taking into consideration that his report of having 
seen Seven Samurai came just as Cahiers’ young Turks were assuming their categorical 
positions in the politique des auteurs. One of the most controversial positions taken by 
the young critics’ was their passionate defense of Hitchcock’s and Hawks’ realism. At the 
time, when Godard praised Hitchcock’s mise en scène in Cahiers’ 10th issue, the director 
was generally regarded as making films that lacked content (de Baecque Les Cahiers du 
cinéma 74). In addition to praising the modernity of Hitchcock, Godard’s article also 
attacked critics who did not hold similar views, thereby creating a polemic between 
critics at Cahiers and at other film journals. Rivette then followed suit by promoting 
Howard Hawks as Hitchcock’s equal in effective recording of the real on screen (de 
Baecque Les Cahiers du cinéma 79). While Bazin had previously kept its silence on the 
subject, he joined the debate in an article entitled “How can one be hitchcocko-
hawksien?/Comment peut-on être hitchcocko-hawksien?” (Cahiers 44). There, Bazin 
tried to moderate the debate by explaining the young Turks’ polemical views in more 
                                                       
202 In the original French : « Il est étonnant que le film ne soit pas encore sorti en France car c’est 
sans doute l’un des plus commerciaux de la série Samouraï » (Cahiers 51, 34).  
203 In the original French : « Certainement le plus public après Rashōmon dont il n’est pas sans 
avoir du reste à la fois les qualités et les défauts » (Cahiers 51, 34).  
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pedagogical, diplomatic and balanced terms. Bazin’s refusal to engage in discussing the 
merits of Seven Samurai therefore illustrates his general practice of avoiding the polemics 
of the politique des auteurs. 
 The commercial release of Seven Samurai in Parisian showrooms led to a second 
wave of reviews that quickly resulted in categorization of Kurosawa’s film as an exotic 
action film.204 This time, Bazin directly addressed the harsh criticism directed towards 
Seven Samurai. In his review published in France Observateur, Bazin rebukes skeptics of 
Japanese cinema, particularly critics who claim that Japanese cinema’s inherent 
exoticism “exploits the admiration of naïve people” such as himself (France 
Observateur, August 12, 1955).205  
 Bazin also specifically responded to critics who had compared Kurosawa to 
Christian-Jaque, the French director who made the film Fanfan la Tulipe (1952). The 
film was a swashbuckler, a subgenre of the action film, set in a historical past, with lavish 
costumes, sword fighting, and adventurous, heroic characters. As early as 1952, Cahiers 
cited Christian-Jaque’s work as an example of French cinema that had “died under the 
weight of its impeccable, perfect quality” (Wimmer 102). Bazin noted that his admiration 
for Japanese cinema had not waned in five years and “even if we admit that Kurosawa is 
nothing more than a Japanese version of Christian-Jaque (…) then, Japan is a lucky 
                                                       
204 Seven Samurai was commercially released in Paris at the Studio Etoile in December 1955, at 
the Pantheon in April 1956 and finally at the Studio Parnasse on March 1957. 
205 In the original French : « Il est bien porté de faire la fine bouche devant les films japonais et 
de laisser entendre que l’exotisme abuse l’admiration des naïfs» (France Observateur, August 12, 
1957). 
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country” (France Observateur, August 12, 1955).206 For Bazin, critics needed to 
recognize that Japan has everything that “makes for good cinema,” combining “an 
evolved civilization with a great theatrical tradition and a great visual tradition”  (France 
Observateur, August 12, 1955).207  
 While Bazin admits that he has not seen as many Japanese films as he would have 
liked, he asserts that the “two dozen films” he has seen to date are enough that we might 
be permitted to see and to prefer some to others (France Observateur, August 12, 
1955).208 In his defense of Japanese cinema and Kurosawa’s merits, Bazin’s balanced 
assessment concedes that Seven Samurai might exemplify “what we find best in the best 
Japanese production (…) like Rashõmon, [it] evidences a too facile assimilation of 
certain elements of Western aesthetics and their brilliant amalgamation with Japanese 
tradition” (France Observateur, August 12, 1955).209 The result was a narrative structure 
of “diabolical ingenuity” in its ability to manage the “progression [of the plot], with an 
                                                       
206 In the original French : « Bon ! Admettons donc que Akira Kurosawa, réalisateur des Sept 
Samouraïs et de Rashomon ne soit rien de plus par exemple qu’un Christian Jaque nippon. Je 
répondrai : « Heureux pays ! Car alors quels sont leurs Delannoy ! » Et puis zut ! Depuis cinq ans 
j’attends que mon admiration se lasse, qu’enfin je découvre ma prétendue naïveté de l’année 
précédente et chaque festival me confirme au contraire dans mon sentiment » (France 
Observateur, August 12, 1955).  
207 In the original French : « Tout ce qui fait un bon cinéma : la conjonction d’une haute 
civilisation avec une grande tradition théâtrale et une grande tradition plastique » (France 
Observateur, August 12, 1955).  
208 In the original French : « J’en compte pour ma part deux bonnes douzaines. C’est peu, bien 
sûr, mais c’est peut-être déjà assez pour se permettre de faire des différences et de préférer les uns 
aux autres » (France Observateur, August 12, 1955).  
209 In the original French : « J’accorde qu’il ne s’agit peut-être pas absolument de ce que nous 
trouvons de meilleur dans le meilleur de la production japonaise (…) Comme Rashōmon, Les 
Sept Samouraïs témoignent d’une assimilation trop aisée de certains éléments de l’esthétique 
occidentale et de leur brillant amalgame à la tradition japonaise » (France Observateur, August 
12, 1955).  
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intelligence that is all the more disconcerting because it respects the novelistic process, 
the gradual unfolding of a very long story” (France Observateur, August 12, 1955).210   
 Bazin recognized that the film has some similarities with westerns, as the camera 
is extremely mobile, alternating between slow and rapid movements and travelling to 
follow the action. However, Bazin warned critics that, by simply classifying Kurosawa’s 
work as a samurai western, they were missing out on the film’s beauty. He lauded 
Kurosawa’s style, which he believed perfectly married the rhythm of Kabuki Theater to 
the action of the plot. Bazin had already referred to Kabuki Theater in regards to 
Rashōmon, which he thought met French critics’ expectations by combining the “purest 
Japanese tradition (particularly that of Kabuki)” with “cunningly Western concept of 
narration” (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954).211 Bazin concluded his review of Seven 
Samurai by quoting the French Catholic poet and dramatist Paul Claudel: “It’s what you 
can’t understand that is the most beautiful; it’s the longest thing that is the most 
interesting and what you don’t find amusing that is the funniest” (France Observateur, 
August 12, 1955).212 Bazin, a devout Catholic himself, similarly equated the goals of 
artistic creation with those of religious faith: artists tried to interpret life’s hidden 
                                                       
210 In the original French : « Il s’agit en l’occurrence de la structure du récit d’une ingéniosité 
diabolique, ménageant sa progression avec une intelligence d’autant plus déconcertante qu’elle 
respecte la démarche romanesque, l’épanouissement progressif du récit de longue haleine » 
(France Observateur, August 12, 1955).  
211 In the original French : « Rashomon était un beau film mais combinant avec une adresse rare la 
plus pure tradition Japonaise (celle du Kabouki en particulier) avec une conception du récit 
insidieusement occidentale » (L’Observateur, February 11, 1954). 
212 In the original French : « C’est ce que vous ne comprenez pas qui est le plus beau, c’est ce qui 
est le plus long qui est le plus intéressant, c’est ce que vous ne trouvez pas amusant qui est le plus 
drôle » (France Observateur, August 12, 1955).  
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mysteries and gain access to an idea of life that was bigger than humankind. The central 
question revolves around the function of art and how cinema revealed spirituality. 
 This group of critics believed that art, and specifically cinema, had arrived at a 
moment in its development when it could and, more importantly, should say something. 
Through their efforts, these aspiring film directors wanted cinema to regain an artistic 
independence which, according to François Truffaut, was “lost around 1924, when 
filmmaking became too expensive, a little before the advent of talkies.”213 They shared 
the conviction that the medium of film needed to be delivered from the constraints of 
dramatic conventions and contribute to cinema’s renaissance.  
 The film reviews of Sansho the Bailiff and Seven Samurai show that, while 
Venice’s jury equally rewarded the two films, Cahiers was not neutral in its film reviews. 
Richer implemented la politique des auteurs and officially nominated Mizoguchi as an 
auteur. Bazin, on the other hand, stood as a more impartial critic who willingly 
recognized Kurosawa’s universal appeal.  
 As the politique des auteurs was further refined and its rhetorical methods were 
increasingly implemented at Cahiers, Japanese films continued to conquer film festivals. 
Behind the scenes of the Cannes Festival, the diplomatic correspondence between 
Japanese production companies and the Cannes Organizing Committee attest to Japan’s 
powerful role within the international film community.  
                                                       
213 In the original French : « La nouvelle vague n’avait pas de programme esthétique : elle était 
simplement une tentative de retrouver une certaine indépendance perdue aux alentours de 1924, 
lorsque les films sont devenus trop chers, un peu avant le parlant. » Quoted in La Nouvelle Vague 
25 Ans Après. Paris, France: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1983. Print. 7Art : 14. 
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Lost in Translation or Cultural Bias? Daiei’s Diplomatic Fiasco at Cannes 1955 
 To assist with the distribution and reception of their films, Japanese production 
companies sent marketing materials to film festival organizers. Within the two-year 
period from 1954 to 1956 with which we are concerned in this chapter, these marketing 
materials evolved from being poorly translated, one-page typed prints to becoming 
lavishly colored books with dual English and French translations. Such a rapid increase 
both in sophistication and in costly materials indicates the importance of the marketing 
strategies of Japanese production companies and the central role played by the European 
Film Festival in promoting these films.  
 Correspondences between the heads of Japanese production companies and 
Cannes’ Organizing Committee began with the customary diplomatic exchanges of 
earlier years. The Minister of Foreign Affairs invited the Japanese Ambassador to France 
to participate at the 1955 Cannes’ Film Festival.214 By early September 1954, the 
Japanese Ambassador confirmed Japan’s participation.215 One exchange of letters also 
reveals how heads of Japanese production companies flattered Favre Le Bret, Head of 
Cannes’ Organization Committee, into promoting films. I. Oda, Distribution Manager for 
                                                       
214 Correspondences for the 8th Cannes Film Festival are from FIFA 447 B 77 and FIFA 378 B65. 
Correspondence. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. July 2, 2015. 
215 On January 5, 1955, Favre Le Bret, wrote a letter to the Japanese Ambassador to France on 
behalf of the Jury and the festival organizers inviting “a Japanese celebrity” to attend the festival. 
According to the records, “M. Kinugasa or M. Achira (sic) Kurosawa” were asked to attend the 
Cannes Festival. In the original French: “Le jury du VIIIème Festival International du Film (…) 
comptera une majorité de personnalités étrangères et le Conseil d’Administration désirerait 
vivement que, parmi celles-ci, figure un représentant du Japon. Le Conseil a fié son choix sur M. 
Kinugasa ou M. Achira (sic) Kurosawa” FIFA 378-B65. La Cinémathèque Française. July 2, 
2015.  
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the Toho Company, addressed Favre Le Bret in March 1955 to congratulate the Cannes 
Festival organizer on “the great achievements of your association for the promotion of 
the motion picture industry and culture in the world.”216 The letter informs Le Bret that a 
Toho representative will attend the Cannes Festival that year.217 The marketing materials 
insist heavily on establishing Toho as a leading production company in Japan.218 
 On March 12, 1955, the Motion Picture Association of Japan (Nihon Eiga 
Rengōkai) informed festival organizers that the Japanese film selection would include 
two feature-length films: Mizoguchi’s A Story from Chikamatsu (Daiei)219 and 
Hisamatsu’s A Calendar (Shintoho).220 The selection also included Butterfly Stroke (aka 
2’21’6), directed by T. Miyata and produced by Eigasha,221 a short sports documentary 
depicting the unique underwater movement of swimmer Jiro Nagasawa when he set a 
world record in the 200-meter butterfly.  
 Five days later, on March 17, Masaichi Nagata, Head of Daiei, wrote to the 
Cannes Committee to ask the festival for permission to include another of its films, 
Princess Sen, directed by Keigo Kimura. In the letter, Nagata explains the reason for his 
special request: 
                                                       
216 FIFA 378 B65 Correspondence March 31, 1955. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. July 2, 
2015. The letter was written in English.  
217 Madame Hogo of Shin Gaiei K. Kaisha. 
218 FIFA 378 B65. Correspondence March 31, 1955. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. July 2, 
2015. 
219 On 23 March 1955, Pathé Overseas, the international representatives for Daiei, informed 
Cannes that the French title of La Légende de Chikamatsu [A Story from Chikamatsu/Chikamatsu 
Monogatari] had been changed to “Les Amants Crucifiés.” The letter was written in French. 
220 Shintoho was the smallest of the six major studios. The company was established in 1947 and 
was originally spun off from Toho during the period of labor turmoil. The company went 
bankrupt in 1961, but during its initial years, Shintoho was associated with films by Kurosawa, 
Ozu, Mizoguchi, Ichikawa and Naruse (The Cinematheque Canada). 
221 This company is also listed as Premia Eiga Kabushiki Kaisha.  
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Daiei recently produced a picture entitled Princess Sen in Eastman color. We 
believe this picture is even superior to Jigokumon [Gate of Hell] in its color 
effects and story value, and we found it rather difficult to choose between 
Crucified Lovers (A Story from Chikamatsu) and Princess Sen this year. Finally 
we decided to enter the former. After the notice was sent to you, Pathé Overseas 
and Mr. Nagamasa Kawakita of the Towa Films saw Princess Sen, and they liked 
the film so much that they both advised us to ask you to view Princess Sen, and so 
we request permission to enter this film as a special non-entry to the festival, if 
possible.222 
 
This information further confirms the influence of Mme Kawakita (See Chapter One). 
The Festival Committee responded by agreeing to screen Princess Sen on condition that 
Machiko Kyo, the film’s lead actress, attend the Festival. Pathé Overseas informed Le 
Bret that Machiko Kyo was “unable to come due to her presence being needed in Tokyo, 
where she is filming. However, with sufficient warning, Mr. Nagata promised to have 
Ms. Kyo attend the next Cannes Festival in 1956.”223 
 Less than two weeks later, on April 29, 1955, Favre Le Bret received a telegram 
in which Nagata apologized for comments he made “concerning France” in an article in a 
daily Japanese newspaper, Nihonkeizai. The telegram, written in English, reads:  
                                                       
222 FIFA 378 B65. Correspondence. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. July 2, 2015.  
223 In the original French : « Selon votre demande, nous avons immédiatement télégraphié à 
Tokio, afin que la grande artiste japonaise, Machiko Kyo, puisse se rendre à Cannes pendant le 
Festival, pour présenter le film. Malheureusement, nous ne pouvons que vous rappeler les termes 
de notre conversation suivant laquelle nous vous avons fait savoir que M. Nagata nous a câblé 
qu’il lui était matériellement impossible, à son très grand regret, de laisser venir Melle Machiko 
Kyo, en France, car cette artiste se trouve, actuellement, en plein tournage et sa présence est 
absolument indispensable à Tokio (…) Nous avons, cependant, la promesse de Monsieur Nagata, 
qu’averti en temps voulu, il prendra toutes dispositions pour faire venir, au prochain Festival de 
Cannes en 1956, la vedette Melle Machiko Kyo (…) Bien que vous ayez, en principe, subordonné 
l’admission de « Princesse Sen » à la venue, en France de Mlle Machiko Kyo, nous espérons que 
vous voudrez bien comprendre les raisons pour lesquelles ce voyage s’avère, vraiment, 
impossible, cette année, et admettre, néanmoins, le film dans la liste des productions invitées.» 
FIFA 378 B65. Correspondence. Dated April 14, 1955. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. 
France. July 2, 2015. Letter dated April 15, 1955. Machiko Kyo attended the Cannes Festival in 
1954 to promote Gate of Hell. She would not return until 1960, to promote her film Odd 
Obsession, for which she was awarded Best Actress. 
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Believe this misunderstanding results of editing and wording. However I have 
positively no unfriendly feeling nor animosity toward France. I talked only my 
personally impression about my trip. The above is the truth. My goodwill and 
friendship toward France has never changed. The fact that I entered my picture to 
Cannes every year proves my high respect for Festival. Please don’t 
misunderstand my true feelings about such newspaper article. Sincerely hope you 
understand circumstance and give your kind consideration. Regards, Nagata 
Daiei, Tokyo.224 
 
According to Chika Kinoshita, in the April 17th 1955 Nihon Keizai Newspaper, a panel 
discussion was held with the artist Hasegawa Haruko during which Nagata was quoted as 
saying “I hate Paris. French people have no sincerity, and think they can just control the 
world through flattery (…) First of all, French people can’t be moved [or, don’t move]. 
They are lazy.”225 Kinoshita explains that these remarks were dubbed “anti-French” by 
the Cannes festival committee and viewed as a problem, and it became clear that they 
were aiming to remove A Story from Chikamatsu and Sen Hime from the festival.  
 This is confirmed by my research findings. A telegram from Nagata, dated April 
30, 1955 and addressed to Favre Le Bret reads as follows 
Adding to my cable dated April 29. I wish to emphatically and completely [deny 
the] remark published by newspaper which did not express my true feelings 
towards France. Also promise to make all public denial of this remark in the 
newspaper in the near future. Greatly regret this misquotation caused such 
misunderstanding for you and your associates. Explained whole situation to your 
Embassy here and happily received their understanding. Also, Japanese Foreign 
Minister contacted and explained this unfortunate matter to our embassy. 
Thanking you for your kind consideration and your efforts for this solution. 
Regards, Nagata.226 
 
                                                       
224 FIFA 378 B65. Correspondence. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. July 2, 2015. The 
telegram was written in English and has not been edited. 
225 Chika Kinoshita, Mizoguchi Kenji ron: eiga no bigaku to seijigaku (Tokyo: Hosei University 
Press, forthcoming), ch. 1. Translated by Sarah Frederick, PhD. 
226 FIFA 378 B65. Correspondence. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. July 2, 2015. The 
telegram was written in English and has not been edited. 
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Through her research, Kinoshita found the evening edition of Asahi newspaper dated 
April 30 1955 with the headline “Nagata Trumpets Disaster.” The archives from the 
Programming at the Festival indicate that the Cannes Committee agreed to keep both of 
Daiei’s films in the official selection at the festival. However, to make amends, Nagata 
not only publically apologized to the French Ambassador in Tokyo but also published an 
apology in Japanese newspapers.227 In addition, Nagata donated “a large sum” to a 
Franco-Japanese artistic and cultural association.228 
 Despite all of Daiei’s efforts to promote Princess Sen, the film was ignored by the 
Cannes jury and critics. However, according to Cahiers’ critics, the “film fails to recreate 
the success of Gate of Hell; it's more or less the same thing…. but does not charm us” 
(Cahiers 48, 19).229 Daiei’s domination at the Festivals was effectively at an end.  
Coincidentally or not, this diplomatic fiasco was followed by a five-year period during 
which none of Daiei’s films won a prize at Cannes, until Kon Ichikawa’s Odd Obsession 
screened in 1960.  
 The diplomatic scuffle did not go unnoticed by French critics. In their coverage of 
Cannes’ festival that year, André Bazin, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, Claude Chabrol and 
Jean-José Richer mentioned the events with a hint of sarcasm: On Saturday, April 30, 
                                                       
227 Kinoshita’s research confirms that in the May 4th 1955 evening edition Nagata rescinded the 
remarks multiple times as a “slip of the tongue” and resolved the matter. Kinoshita Chika, 
Mizoguchi Kenji ron: eiga no bigaku to seijigaku (Tokyo: Hosei University Press, forthcoming), 
ch. 1. 
228 May 2, 1955, Telegram from Sadaikichi Odajima, President of the Nihon Keizai Shimbun – it 
carried in its evening edition of April 13th  
229 In the original French : « Le film cherche en vain la réussite de La Porte de l’Enfer ; c’est à 
peu près la même chose… mais le charme ne passe pas » (Cahiers 48, « Éphéméride Cannois », 
19).   
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1955, the festival screened A Calendar, “which replaced Princess Sen, temporarily 
dismissed because its producer supposedly made some virulent anti-French comments. 
Ah well! We won’t be stepped on like this” (Cahiers 48, 11).230 A couple of days later, 
the same critics reported that Cannes screened Kimura’s Princess Sen and noted that the 
“screening was made possible after the producer [Daiei] issued an apology for 
misspeaking and made an important contribution to a Franco-Japanese cultural 
association” (Cahiers 48, 19).231 
 Daiei may have failed to introduce more films at Cannes, but it did not fail with 
its selection of Mizoguchi’s A Story from Chikamatsu. A few months after Sansho the 
Bailiff’s success at Venice, Cahiers’ critics continued to rally behind Mizoguchi’s film, 
and, together, they elevated Mizoguchi into their pantheon of ‘auteurs’ by arguing that 
his films expressed an individual authorial presence. 
 
Cannes 1955: All eyes on Mizoguchi  
 None of the three Japanese films included in the Official selection of the 1955 
Cannes Film Festival were awarded prizes. However, Mizoguchi’s A Story from 
Chikamatsu received much attention. In his review of the film for Lettres Françaises 
                                                       
230 In the original French : « En soirée, Calendrier de Femmes (Japon) qui remplace Princess Sen 
provisoirement écarté, son producteur ayant paraît-il tenu des propos violemment anti-
français…ah mais ! On ne va pas se laisser marcher sur les pieds comme ça » (Cahiers 48, June 
1955 « Éphémérides Cannois » André Bazin, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, Claude Chabrol and Jean-
José Richer, 11). 
231 In the orignal French : « À 15h. Projection de Princess Sen (Japon) de Kinugaza (sic). 
(projection redevenue possible depuis que le producteur a fait des excuses pour ses paroles mal 
interprétées et fait une donation importante à une fondation culturelle franco-japonaise » (Cahiers 
48 « Éphéméride Cannois », 19).   
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(May 1955), Georges Sadoul found that, while disadvantaged in the eyes of juries and 
general audiences by having been filmed in black and white, A Story from Chikamatsu 
was a “work of the highest quality” and surpassingly better than Gate of Hell.232 Sadoul 
hoped that Mizoguchi’s new film would be rewarded.233 The plot of A Story from 
Chikamatsu (1954) was inspired by 1715 puppet play written by Chikamatsu, based on 
Japan’s ancestral custom of condemning adulterous wives to be crucified with their 
lovers.  Sadoul laments how the Japanese “shower festivals with samurai stories” and 
their selection “relegates neo-realism, to the position of least importance” (Lettres 
Françaises, May 6, 1955).234 Despite the fact that A Story from Chikamatsu was a period 
film, Sadoul believed Mizoguchi overcame the restriction of this genre and that the film 
“contained relevant and courageous social criticism” (Lettres Françaises, May 6, 
1955).235  
 In Cahiers’ No. 48 issue, Bazin raved that A Story from Chikamatsu was “a very 
beautiful story about chastised love” which “constantly impresses” (Cahiers 48, 10).236 
Bazin explained that if his appreciation of this film is in a way based on its exoticism, it 
is not because of its “facile picturesqueness” but simply because it demonstrates how 
                                                       
232 In the original French : « Cette année, Les Amants Crucifiés furent une œuvre historique de la 
plus haute qualité (…) Le film a contre lui (pour le jury et le grand public) d’avoir été réalisé en 
noir et blanc. Il surpasse pourtant, et de fort loin, l’assez médiocre Porte de l’Enfer » (Lettres 
Françaises, May 6, 1955).  
233 In the original French : « Souhaitons que ces Amants Crucifiés figurent en bonne place au 
palmarès» (Lettres Françaises, May 6, 1955).  
234 In the original French : « Ils abreuvent les festivals d’histoires de samouraïs, il rejette au 
dernier plan la part la plus importante du cinéma nippon : le néo-réalisme » (Lettres Françaises, 
May 6, 1955). 
235 In the original French : « Les Amants crucifiés contiennent une critique sociale actuelle et 
courageuse » (Lettres Françaises, May 6, 1955). 
236 In the original French : « (…) cette très belle histoire d’amour puni ne laisse pas d’être fort 
impressionnante » (Cahiers 48, 10).  
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Mizoguchi brilliantly overcomes any remnants of such exotic qualities in his film 
(Cahiers 48, 10).237 Bazin positioned Mizoguchi as a “force to be reckoned with”238 and a 
director who exhibited a style that is “paradoxically sober, yet full of lyricism” (Cahiers 
48, 10).239  
 Along the same lines as Richer’s comments on Mizoguchi’s Sansho the Bailiff, 
Bazin appreciated that Mizoguchi was a director who lured his audience into the film’s 
unique cinematographic world: “Ten minutes into the film, our adhesion is total, time and 
space are abolished, and with each sequence, another turn of the screw further imprisons 
our emotions” (Cahiers 48, 10).240  
For Bazin, A Story from Chikamatsu was the opposite of “a festival film (and 
Mizoguchi is not a Festival director either)” because it was not commercially driven by 
international taste (Cahiers 48, 10).241 To illustrate this point, Bazin recounted the 
experience of his colleague Claude Chabrol, who had attended the Festival for the first 
time. Apparently, during the screening of A Story from Chikamatsu, Chabrol was 
                                                       
237 In the original French : «  Si l’exotisme a encore son mot à dire, c’est plutôt comme difficulté 
supplémentaire brillamment surmontée que par un pittoresque facile » (Cahiers 48, 10). 
238 In the original French : « Mizoguchi paraît décidément une personnalité de tout premier plan » 
(Cahiers 48, 10). 
239 In the original French : « Mizoguchi paraît décidément une personnalité de tout premier plan, 
au style paradoxalement sobre et plein de lyrisme » (Cahiers 48, 10). 
240 In the original French : « Au bout de dix minutes, l’adhésion est totale, le temps et l’espace 
abolis, et de séquence en séquence, un nouveau tour d’écrou emprisonne davantage l’émotion » 
(Cahiers 48, 10). 
241 In the original French : « Mais c’est là le contraire d’un film de festival (Mizoguchi non plus 
n’est pas un auteur pour festivals), et l’accueil d’une salle à moitié vide ne manque pas de 
réserve » (Cahiers 48, 10).  
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surprised “that the rows for journalists were practically deserted” (Cahiers 48, 10).242 
Chabrol had assumed that a film by Mizoguchi would receive more public attention.  
 This anecdote is telling because it helps illustrate that, like their appreciation of 
certain American directors, Cahiers’ taste for Japanese directors went against mainstream 
criticism. By preferring Mizoguchi’s work, Cahiers critics were once again trying to 
assert themselves as leaders in taste making. A year later, the film was commercially 
released in Parisian showrooms.243 Luc Moullet joined his colleagues in asserting that A 
Story from Chikamatsu, like Mizoguchi’s other films, showcased his unique talent. 
Moullet is able to appreciate the nature of Mizoguchi’s art because he recognizes that it is 
founded on the principle of “anticipation” and the spectator’s active engagement in 
seeking confirmation “of what we suspected about the characters’ emotions” (Cahiers 65, 
39).244  
 As the critics at Cahiers collectively furthered the establishment of Mizoguchi as 
a true metteur en scène and hailed A Story from Chikamatsu as a beautiful film, the team 
at Positif openly criticized Mizoguchi’s mise en scène. With tensions running high 
between the two rival publications, Bazin could not help but mention in his review of the 
                                                       
242 In the original French : « Chabrol, puceau en festivals, ayant demandé pourquoi les rangs de la 
presse étaient presque déserts, se fait accueillir par le ricanement ironique d’un vieux festivalier » 
(Cahiers 48, 10).  
243 In the original French : « Le Ciné-Club du Cardinet nous offre la première projection 
parisienne de Chikamatsu Monogatari (Les Amants Crucifiés), l’un des 215 films encore inédits 
de Mizoguchi » (Cahiers 65, 39) « Le petit journal du cinéma », Luc Moullet.  
244 In the original French : « L’art de Mizoguchi est fondé sur l’attente ; trente secondes de pose 
silencieuse nous font quêter la confirmation par l’expression d’un visage de ce que nous 
soupçonnions des pensées des personnages. Voilà qui n’a rien à voir avec l’hiératisme du Nô, 
auquel Mizoguchi est le seul à prêter consistance et vie.» (Cahiers 65, 39-40) « Le petit journal 
du cinéma », Luc Moullet. 
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1955 Cannes Festival that he was surprised to see his friend Chabrol “fraternizing” with 
the Adonis Kyrou gang [from Positif]” during the festival (Cahiers 48, 10).245 Bazin’s 
anecdote points to the growing rift between Cahiers and Positif. Indeed, Bazin quips that 
the greatest scandal of the festival might just be the “reconciliation, or better yet, the 
intimacy, the collusion of Kyrou-Chabrol” (Cahiers 48, 13).246  
 Despite this apparent “reconciliation,” in November 1955, soon after Bazin 
praised Mizoguchi’s style in the pages of Cahiers, Adonis Kyrou ran an article in Positif 
in which he expressed his disappointment with the film. Kyrou explained that A Story 
from Chikamatsu “could have been a masterpiece.” For example, “the boat sequence, 
where the heroine discovers love, is sublime” (Positif 14-15, November 1955, 78). 
However, even the film’s plot, which he called “one of the most amazing stories of crazy 
love I know,” could not save a film where the “direction falls flat” (Positif 14-15, 
November 1955, 78).  He believed that Mizoguchi’s cinematography “keeps its distance,” 
and is “too polite” (Positif 14-15, November 1955, 78).247 In direct contradiction to Bazin 
and Richer on the elements that drew the Cahiers critics to appreciate the film, Kyrou is 
                                                       
245 In the original French : « La bande à Kyrou et le gang des Cahiers font table commune. Il y a 
de la fraternisation dans l’air. La bande à Kyrou se compose de lui-même (rec), des duettistes 
persans Caffari-Hoveyda et d’une charmante vampe suédoise Astrid » (Cahiers 48, 10). 
246 In the original French : « Cette année, en dépit de quelques flirts publicitaires plus ou moins 
tapageurs, le Scandale des Scandales est sans conteste le rapprochement - que dis-je le 
rapprochement - l’intimité, la collusion, Kyrou-Chabrol » (Cahiers 48, 13).  
247 In the original French : « Les amants Crucifiés (Japon) auraient pu être un chef-d’œuvre. Il 
s’agit d’un des plus merveilleux sujets d’amour fou que je connaisse. Les amants bafouent la loi, 
préfèrent la mort que les autres considèrent comme honteuse à la véritable honte qui serait de 
vivre séparés. La séquence de la barque, où l’héroïne découvre l’amour, est sublime. 
Malheureusement, la réalisation est plate. La camera garde ses distances, elle est trop polie » 
(Positif – double issue 14-15, November 1955 “Films et auteurs,” Le festival de Cannes, 78). 
  
123 
quite adamant that “good cinema can never be made without close-ups” (Positif 14-15, 
78).248 
 
Venice 1955: Mizoguchi’s Princess Yang Kwei-Fei  
 Two Japanese period dramas were nominated for the 1955 Venice Film Festival. 
Neither, The Mask and Destiny by Noboru Nakamura nor Princess Yang Kwei-Fei by 
Kenji Mizoguchi was awarded a prize. This selection nonetheless allowed Cahiers’ 
critics to continue to champion Mizoguchi’s work and ignore other period dramas that 
were seen as representing a failure on the part of Japanese cinema to be authentic. 
 Mizoguchi’s Princess Yang Kwei-Fei is based on a famous legend about Yang 
Kwei-Fei, a poor girl who becomes the favorite concubine of an 8th-century Chinese 
emperor. After becoming Empress, she ends up hanged during a revolt, and the old 
emperor must live with the memory of her love. Princess Yang Kwei-Fei is an Eastman 
color film, produced by Daiei and Shaw Brothers, a Chinese production company, and 
was shot on location in Hong Kong. The film was aimed at gaining a larger audience in 
South East Asian markets and could be considered a commercially driven export 
production.  
 Sadoul, in attendance at the Festival, covered the Japanese selection in his article 
“Le Festival de Venise 1955” and expressed his overall disappointment with Princess 
Yang Kwei-Fei (Cahiers 51, 14). Sadoul found that Mizoguchi’s film was too 
commercial, “with learnedly recreated Gothic decors and costumes in the style of Viollet 
                                                       
248 In the original French : “On ne fera jamais du bon cinéma sans gros plans. Là résidait la grande 
valeur du muet” (Positif 14-15, 78).  
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le Duc” and “grand effects in the manner of Paramount studios” (Cahiers 51, 14).249 In 
addition, he argued that “the cumbersome old man who comments on the action” as a 
benji commentator would “comes straight from Japanese cinema (and not from its best 
part)” (Cahiers 51, 14). While he did not review Mizoguchi’s film in more detail, Sadoul 
expressed his general disappointment with the established trend of sending period dramas 
to European Festivals. Sadoul was fed up with films like Princess Yang Kwei-Fei and 
other films that depicted “Samurais, sword fights, imprisoned emperors and far Eastern 
Pompadours” (Cahiers 51, 14).250 Quite simply, Sadoul explained that “The surprise has 
passed. We’re fed up with the Middles Ages!” (Cahier 51, 14).251  
He therefore made a plea for Japan to send a more diverse selection to festivals. 
He argued that more facets of Japanese cinema needed to be discovered and distributed: 
Long live Japanese cinema! And long live Italian cinema! But would we ever 
have gotten enthusiastic about the new Italian school if we had been condemned 
                                                       
249 In the original French : « La déception fut bien plus grande pour L’Impératrice Yang Kwei-
Fei ; le film avait été réalisé par Kenji Mizoguchi, auteur des bouleversants O’Haru et Contes de 
la Lune Vague. Le film est une co-production entre Tokio et Hong-Kong, son sujet est chinois 
mais l’encombrant vieillard gémissant qui commente l’action vient droit du cinéma japonais (et 
non de sa meilleure part). Décors et costumes savamment reconstitués par quelque Viollet Le Duc 
japonais avec de temps à autre, des grands effets à la Paramount. Clairs obscurs en couleurs de 
style spéléologique. Une étrange musique, et un admirable moment, quand l’impératrice 
abandonne les vanités de son rang pour monter à l’échafaud » (Cahiers 51, “Le Festival de 
Venise 1955”, 14). 
250 In the original French : « Dans sa sélection officielle à Venise, Tokio nous a comblés de 
Samouraïs, de duels au sabre, d’empereurs prisonniers et de Pompadours extrême-orientales. Rien 
n’existe hors du palais et de leurs intrigues Mérovingiennes. Dans un style très précieux on nous a 
conté les aventures de quelques grands Cyrus » (Cahiers 51, 14). 
251 In the original French : « Mais l’effet de surprise est passé. Nous sommes gavés de moyen âge 
» (Cahiers 51, 14). 
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to hang out only with Nero and Lucrezia Borgia, Messalina and Fabiola, 
Spartacus and Theodora, Sixtus V and Romulus…? (Cahiers 51, 14)252  
 Japan’s other entry at Venice, The Mask and Destiny by Noboru Nakamura, was 
adapted from a famous Kabuki play, produced for the first time in 1911, which was in 
turn based on a 12th-century Japanese legend.253 In his review, Erickson describes the 
plot: “an abortive royal romance leads to an escalating series of tragedies. The central 
character is a Japanese monarch who would prefer to live a humble existence as a mask 
maker. Unfortunately, events -- and destiny -- are against him.”254  As with Princess Yang 
Kwei-Fei, Sadoul found that the film was overdone and exhibited “too brightly colored 
costumes, polite gestures, smiles, tears, and a lot of languorous boredom. The only thing 
that sticks in my mind several days later is a single beautiful image: a funeral procession 
making its way in the rain” (Cahiers 51, 14).255  
 The Mask and Destiny and Princess Yang Kwei-Fei were so “disappointing” that 
even the team at Positif put their differences with Cahiers aside and concurred with 
Sadoul’s commentary. French critics were “fatigued” with Japanese cinema because 
every festival presented the same period dramas. In his review of The Mask and Destiny, 
Bernard Chardère at Positif expressed his “disappointment” at the film’s too palpable 
                                                       
252 In the original French : « Vive ! Oh vive le cinéma japonais ! Et vive le cinéma italien ! Mais 
nous serions-nous jamais enthousiasmés pour la nouvelle école italienne, si l’on nous avait 
condamnés à fréquenter seulement Néron et Lucrèce Borgia, Messaline et Fabiola, Spartacus et 
Théodora, Six Quint et Romulus…» (Cahiers 51, 14). 
253 The Mask and Destiny, alternate title: The Mask of Destiny (Shuzenji Monogatari) (1955). 
Frédérick, Louis. Japan Encyclopedia. Trans. Käthe Roth. Cambridge: The Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2002. Print: 895. 
254 www.nytimes.com 
255 In the original French : « Costumes aux couleurs (trop vives), grâces, sourires, larmes, et 
beaucoup de languissant ennui. Il reste en tête, après quelques jours passés, une seule image, fort 
belle: un cortège funèbre cheminant sous la pluie »  (Cahiers 51, 14).  
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leanings toward the grand romance of women’s magazines.256 Chardère found that “even 
Mizoguchi’s Yang Kwei-Fei, despite starring the amazing Machiko Kyo, made its tricks 
of the trade and Hollywood influence plain to see” (Positif 16, Mai 1956, “Venice 1955: 
images et souvenirs,” 57-58).257 
 While critics at Cahiers were bored with Venice’s Official Selection of Japanese 
films, they did find that the three films screened outside the Official Competition 
showcased innovative ideas. Cahiers dedicated an entire section to reviewing those films.  
 
Japanese Films outside the Official Selection: Venice 1955 
 If the Official Selection at Venice 1955 was not impressive, Lotte Eisner 
nevertheless reviewed the Japanese films that Cahiers deemed more worthwhile. The 
three Japanese films screened outside the Official Competition, all filmed in black and 
white, had modern subjects and were directed in a way that avoided the easy exoticism of 
period dramas. Eisner found Twenty-Four Eyes by Keisuke Kinoshita, Gan by Shirō 
Toyoda and Growing Up (Takekabure) by Heinosuke Gosho to be “remarkable”258 
(Cahiers 51, 17). Eisner explained that the films’ themes and their mise en scène 
                                                       
256 In the original French : « Les deux films de la sélection ont plutôt déçu. Le Masque de la 
Destinée (Shuzenji Mongatari) de N. Nakamura, est un film sabre avec samouraïs traîtres et 
scènes de combats. Il s’agit d’une pièce de Kido Okamato écrite en 1909 (et jouée à Paris en 
1927) : le scénario est donc l’inspiration « moderne » mais le côté « presse du cœur » des grands 
sentiments est trop sensible. Et puis, est-ce lassitude ? » (Positif, 16 May 1956, « Venice 1955 : 
Images et souvenirs » 57-58) Bernard Chardère.  
257 In the original French : « Même le Yang Kwei Fei de Mizoguchi, pourtant avec l’admirable 
Machiko Kyo, laissait apparaître ses ficelles, et l’influence de Hollywood » (Positif, 16 May 
1956, « Venice 1955 : Images et souvenirs » 57-58) Bernard Chardère.  
258 In the original French : « Ce sont surtout les trois films japonais en noir et banc, présentés dans 
des matinées hors du cadre du festival, qui furent remarquables » Lotte H. Eisner (Cahiers, 51, 
1955, “Les films japonais hors festival” 17). 
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abolished any exoticism, and she compared them to German silent films because of their 
focus on the characters’ psychology. In Eisner’s opinion, these Japanese films did not 
strive for artificial or excessive formalism; instead, they inherently resembled Japanese 
etchings and were able to “connect an emotional expression to an ambiance where details 
are purposely toned down so that the visuals remain completely pure” (Cahiers 51, 18).259 
  
 Eisner introduced Twenty-Four Eyes, directed by Keisuke Kinoshita and produced 
by Shochiku, as the story of a young schoolteacher whose twelve students experience war 
and misery amidst her efforts to assist them.260 Eisner admired the film’s realism, its 
“richly detailed” portrayal of “the evolution of a people that has to start over from 
scratch.” In particular, she attributed an “appealing intimacy” to the film’s focus on a 
“limited sector of daily life” in a “small town going through torment” (Cahiers 51, 18).261 
While the second part of the film might be too packed with accumulated misfortunes and 
tears “for the taste of” us Europeans, who still feel “a white man’s guilt for having 
dropped the bomb on Hiroshima,” Eisner saw this threat of tear-jerking melodrama to be 
                                                       
259 In the original French : « Ce don de lier l’expression psychique à une ambiance où le détail est 
volontairement estompé afin que la seule vision de l’optique reste intégralement pure » (Cahiers 
51, 18). 
260 In the original French : « Histoire moderne, celle de Nijushi No Hitomi (24 prunelles), tourné 
par Keisuke Kinoshita (1954), est le récit de la vie d’une jeune maîtresse d’école et de ses douze 
élèves ; dont cinq garçons. Elle les voit grandir, aller vers leurs destins divers, les garçons vers la 
mort inutile des champs de bataille ou vers l’infirmité, les jeunes filles vers la misère, la 
tuberculose ou vers le petit bonheur de la maternité et le travail acharné. Révoquée à cause de ses 
idées progressistes au temps de l’alliance hitlérienne, elle retourne à sa petite école de village 
après la débâcle, désabusée, mais espérant en un avenir meilleur, prête à instruire une nouvelle 
génération” (Cahiers 51, “Les films japonais hors festival » 1955, 17-18). 
261 In the original French : « C’est le tableau, riche en détails, de l’évolution d’un peuple qui doit 
recommencer à zéro, et où le choix d’une section restreinte de la vie quotidienne d’un petit 
endroit passant à travers la tourmente, confère un attrait intimiste » (Cahiers 51, “Les films 
japonais hors festival » 1955, 18). 
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redeemed by “the great freshness and purity of character development. Above all, the 
presence of the children on screen brings out a sort of transposed neorealism where there 
is no place for the exoticism that might too easily have seduced us” (Cahiers, 51, 18).262 
 Hediko Takamine, the lead actress in Twenty-Four Eyes, also starred in Shirô 
Toyada’s film Gan, which follows “the drama of a young woman who is forced by her 
father to become the mistress of a usurer. She comes to the realization, when she 
encounters a young student, that she has wasted her life forever” (Cahiers 51, 18).263 
Eisner found that none of the characters were stereotyped. On the contrary, spectators 
could relate to the heroine, and through the film’s use of close-ups, reminiscent of old 
silent Europeans films, her emotional turmoil was appropriately reflected (Cahiers 51, 
18).264 Eisner expressed how she was moved by the director’s poetic artistry on screen: 
The images at the end, imbued with poetry, remind us once again of woodcuts or 
of paintings on silk, traced with a couple of brushstrokes. […] The innate sense of 
nature unites with deep knowledge of a state of mind, the sound perfectly merges 
                                                       
262 In the original French : « S’il y a pour notre goût européen, dans la seconde partie du film, un 
peu trop de malheurs accumulés, un peu trop de larmes (mais ne ressentons-nous pas toujours 
aussi un peu la honte des blancs qui ont jeté la bombe sur Hiroshima ?) cela est racheté par la 
grande fraîcheur et la grande pureté du dessin des caractères. Et surtout la présence des enfants 
fait surgir une sorte de néo-réalisme transposé où n’a guère de place un exotisme qui aurait pu 
nous séduire avec trop de facilité » Lotte H. Eisner » (Cahiers 51, « Les films japonais hors 
festival » 1955, 18). 
263 In the original French : « La maîtresse de l’école, actrice au visage émouvant, est également la 
protagoniste du deuxième film Gan (Les Canards Sauvages), tourné par Shiro Toyada, drame 
d’une jeune femme que son père force à devenir la maîtresse d’un usurier. Elle comprend, lors de 
sa rencontre avec un jeune étudiant, qu’elle a gâché sa vie pour toujours » (Cahiers 51, 18). 
264 In the original French : « Le style et la technique de cette œuvre sont plus parfaits que dans le 
film précédent. Les gros plans de visages ont la puissance qu’avaient jadis ceux des films muets 
en Europe et où toutes les émotions humaines se reflètent. Proche de l’héroïne, nous voyons une 
fois un lampion illuminé aux images animées tournoyant comme dans un zootrope, écho du 
trouble de son âme » (Cahiers 51, 18). 
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with the images: under an immense and clear sky, wild ducks rise up from a pond, 
taking flight with a powerful beating of wings. (Cahiers 51, 18)265  
 Eisner also found that Growing Up (Takekurabe) the third film shown outside 
Venice’s Official Competition, similarly contained a “pure” visual narrative and 
exemplified the same “gift” for connecting emotions to ambiances (Cahiers 51, 18).266 
She was impressed with how the film’s visual elements brought an “unforgettable” 
ambiance into being.267 Taken together, the three films screened at Venice outside the 
Official Competition of 1955 demonstrated to Eisner that Japanese cinema was the only 
one capable of creating such poetic cinematographic images.268  
 As the Film Festival circuit ended in 1955, no Japanese films had won prizes. 
Critics voiced their increasing frustrations with Japanese period dramas, while modern 
films were being ignored when proposed at film festivals. The divided and uncertain 
reception of Japanese films will be further compounded by the reception of I Live In Fear 
                                                       
265 In the original French : « Les images de la fin, imbues de poésie, rappellent de nouveau ces 
gravures sur bois ou les peintures sur soie, tracées en quelques coups de pinceau. La jeune femme 
nous est montrée debout près d’un étang (la question de savoir si elle va se suicider est laissée 
discrètement dans le vague). Le sens inné de la nature se joint à la connaissance profonde d’un 
état d’âme, le son s’amalgame avec perfection à l’image : sous un ciel immense et limpide, des 
canards sauvages s’élèvent de l’étang, s’envolant avec un bruissement d’ailes puissant » (Cahiers 
51, 18). 
266 In the original French : « Ce don de lier l’expression psychique à une ambiance où le détail est 
volontairement estompé afin que la seule vision de l’optique reste intégralement pure, se retrouve 
également dans le troisième film au sujet similaire : Takekurabe (Adolescence) » (Cahiers 51, 
18). 
267 In the original French : « Et de nouveau ces recherches ne sont jamais des artifices formalistes, 
elles créent une ambiance qui demeure inoubliable » (Cahiers 51, 18). 
268 In the original French : « De nouveau nous trouvons ici et là, dans la douce grisaille d’une 
photographie de paysages, délibérément tamisée, des images comme seul le cinéma japonais sait 
en créer » (Cahiers 51, 18). 
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(Ikimono No Kiroku), written and directed by Akira Kurosawa and screened in the 
Official Competition of Cannes’ 1956 Film Festival.  
 
Cannes 1956: Failures of the Japanese Selection  
 In 1956, Cannes included three Japanese films in its Official Selection, and the 
critics at Cahiers profoundly disliked all of them: Minoru Shibuya’s Christ in Bronze, 
(Seido No Kirisuto) The Phantom Horse (Maborishi No Uma) by Koji Shima and I Live 
in Fear (Ikimono No Kiroku) by Akira Kurosawa.   
 Christ in Bronze (Seido No Kirisuto), directed by Minoru Shibuya, is based on the 
persecution of Japanese Catholics, a minority on the rise three hundred years ago. Under 
torture, a Portuguese missionary betrays the Catholic community of Nagasaki, and at the 
end of the film, thirty martyrs are burned at the stake. Bazin found that, while the theme 
was potentially interesting, the film was “boring.” Bazin was hard pressed to explain the 
presence of this film at the festival, except perhaps as a sign of concern on the part of the 
Japanese “to please [the European public] by evoking an episode of the History of the 
Christian Church in Japan in the 17th century, when persecution of European missionaries 
and nascent Christianity was rampant” (Observateur, April 25, 1956).269 This is also one 
of the first Japanese films reviewed by François Truffaut. Though his review is quite 
short, it reaches a similar conclusion: despite all its efforts with mise en scène and 
                                                       
269 In the original French : « La présence de cette production à Cannes ne s’explique guère que par 
le souci que les Japonais ont dû avoir de nous être agréables en évoquant un épisode de l’Histoire 
de l’Église chrétienne japonaise au XVIIe siècle, quand la persécution faisait rage contre les 
missionnaires européens et le christianisme naissant… Malheureusement, Le Christ en Bronze 
répand un pesant ennui » (Observateur, April 25, 1956). 
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cinematography, the film “could not help but be boring and academic” (Le Temps de 
Paris, April 27, 1955).270  
 In Cahiers’ 60th issue, Fred Carson began his review of Christ in Bronze by giving 
a harsh and biased synopsis of the film (Cahiers 60, 14).271 To express the extent to which 
he hated the film, Carson wondered if “anyone in the world could possibly be moved by 
such a plot” (Cahiers 60, 14).272 He called it “the most sado-masochistic” film he’d ever 
seen (Cahiers 60, 14).273 In addition to finding Minoru Shibuya’s direction 
“unexceptional,” he also disliked that the camera had been positioned at ground level in 
keeping (he sarcastically surmised) with the Japanese custom of sitting on the floor 
(Cahiers 60, 14).274  
                                                       
270 In the original French : « Malheureusement, Le Christ en Bronze, malgré le soin extrême 
apporté à la mise en scène et à la photographie, ne laisse pas d’être ennuyeux et académique » (Le 
Temps de Paris, April 27, 1955).  
271 In the original French : « Au Japon du XVIIe siècle, en plaine persécution de chrétiens, un 
prêtre portugais renie sa fois et donne les siens ; il tombe amoureux d’une fille de joie qui le traite 
de (et en) chien. Pour mieux faire reconnaître et condamner les chrétiens, il fait exécuter par un 
artiste un christ en bronze tellement émouvant que les fideles au lieu de le piétiner l’embrassent ; 
dès lors les bûchers sont abondamment alimentés. La fille de joie attristée par tant de bassesse 
préfère périr avec les chrétiens. Là-dessus se greffe une histoire d’amour secondaire et un récit de 
vengeance. De plus apparaît régulièrement un peintre qui ne veut pas rater une seule scène de 
torture et qui tout en élaborant des esquisses s’écrie : « ah, si à la place du prêtre, il y avait une 
belle jeune fille nue et échevelée (…) Pour donner un sens sublime à tout cela, on fait prononcer 
aux dernières images la phrase suivante par le défroqué : « Judas est partout et toujours » » 
(Cahiers 60, 14). 
272 In the original French : « Je ne sais pas s’il se trouvera au monde une seule personne pour se 
laisser émouvoir par un tel scenario » (Cahiers 60, 14).  
273 In the original French : « En tout cas, c’est le film sado-masochiste le plus poussé que j’aie vu 
à ce jour » (Cahiers 60, 14).  
274 In the original French : « En ce qui concerne la réalisation de Minoru Shibuya, rien 
d’extraordinaire (…) Ah, j’oubliais : les Japonais du XVIIe siècle ayant l’habitude de s’asseoir 
par terre, l’appareil est le plus souvent posé à même le sol, d’où une nette impression de « style » 
japonais qui plaira sans doute à beaucoup, d’autant plus que les longueurs ne manquent guère 
ici » (Cahiers 60, 14). 
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 The second Cannes Festival film, Koji Shima’s Phantom Horse (Maboroshi No 
Uma), about the friendship between a young boy and a horse, was not appreciated by 
Cahiers either. An anonymous article in Arts informs us that “this Japanese color film 
was so unsuccessful [at Cannes] that, for its Parisian release, they thought it would be a 
good idea to change its name [to The Horse and The Child]” (Arts August 29, 1956 : « Le 
Cheval et l’Enfant »).275 But the title change did not improve the film’s reception. 
 André Bazin, as usual, came to the defense of Japanese cinema, when, in an 
article in Radio Cinéma Télévision July 21, 1956, he explained that [t]he Cannes Festival 
was not “kind” to this Japanese film, rightly criticized “for too closely resembling certain 
European and American movies” (Radio Cinéma Télévision July 21, 1956).276 Bazin 
agreed that the friendship between a boy and his horse was not a novel idea. However, he 
believed, “after seeing the film again,” that the critics’ “harshness was perhaps excessive” 
(Radio Cinéma Télévision July 21, 1956).277 Bazin justified his “relative interest in the 
film” by arguing that the production was “technically” equal to other Japanese films 
supposed Hollywood productions in its attention to details and “intelligence in editing” 
(Radio Cinéma Télévision July 21, 1956).278 Bazin went on to explain that what he most 
appreciated about the film was the fact that it had some documentary value: 
                                                       
275 In the original French : « Au festival de Cannes, sous le titre du Cheval fantôme, ce coloriage 
japonais a obtenu si peu de succès que, pour la sortie parisienne, on a cru bon de le débaptiser 
(Arts, August 29, 1956 : « Le Cheval et l’enfant ») 
276 In the original French : « On n’a généralement pas été tendre au Festival de Cannes pour ce 
film japonais auquel on a reproché à juste titre de trop ressembler à quelques films européens ou 
américains » (Radio Cinéma Télévision July 21, 1956).  
277 In the original French : « Il m’a semblé toutefois, à le revoir, que cette sévérité était peut-être 
excessive. Certes, le thème n’est pas original » (Radio Cinéma Télévision July 21, 1956).  
278 In the original French : « D’où vient le relatif intérêt que j’ai malgré tout porté au film ? (…) 
 Celui-ci ne leur est pas inférieur comme fini technique, avec, en plus, un certain souci de vérité 
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[The film] reveals, albeit in a very international way, some particular aspects of 
Japanese life, both rural and urban, which we had never before seen at the movies. 
In spite of its indibutable melodramatic characteristic, The Horse and The Child 
brings a freshness and honesty of feelings, which render them somewhat 
effective. It’s possible that exoticism fools us; but you might as well let yourself 
be fooled if you can gain something from it. (Radio Cinéma Télévision 21-7-
56)279  
While Bazin came to the film’s defense with a balanced perspective, no critic at Cahiers 
devoted any time to it. Instead, the most controversial coverage arose out of the reviews 
surrounding Akira Kurosawa’s I Live in Fear (Ikimono No Kiroku). The film, co-written 
by Kurosawa Shinobu Hashimoto, Fumio Hayasaka and Hideo Oguni, tells the story of 
an elderly factory owner who becomes so obsessed with the idea that the atomic bomb 
will destroy Japan that he attempts to trade his property for a farm in Brazil (Richie and 
Anderson, 286). 
The film was one of two very different films produced by Toho to address the 
fears of post-atomic Japan. Godzilla (Gojira, 1954) was the first, renewing a long 
tradition of kaijū eiga (monster movies), with the story of a mutated dinosaur that 
                                                       
dans les détails et une intelligence du découpage dont les productions hollywoodiennes ne se 
montrent pas si soucieuses » (Arts, August 29, 1956: “Le Cheval et L’Enfant”).  
279 In the original French : « Mais mon indulgence tient surtout à l’aspect documentaire du film 
qui nous révèle à travers sans doute une pratique très internationale des aspects particuliers de la 
vie japonaise, à la fois rurale et urbaine, que nous n’avons encore jamais vue au cinéma. Enfin, en 
dépit de son caractère indubitablement mélodramatique, Le Cheval et l’enfant témoigne d’une 
fraîcheur et d’une sincérité de sentiments qui leur restituent une certaine efficacité. Il se peut 
qu’ici l’exotisme nous trompe ; mais autant vaut, quand on y gagne, se laisser tromper » (Radio 
Cinéma Télévision July 21, 1956).  
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becomes the very symbol of nuclear horror via atomic testing. The second film was 
Kurosawa’s I Live in Fear (Ikimono No Kiroku).280 Kurosawa explained that he “wrote 
this story to “awaken” himself and “to encourage [himself] to rethink this question (…) in 
the hopes of making an honest work, one for which we could ask judgment in God’s 
presence” (Notes à propos de mes films, Kurosawa, 18).281 Even after the film was 
subjected to a wave of negative reviews and failed at the box office,282 Kurosawa 
continued to stand by his work: “Too bad if it’s contradictory and strange! I wanted to 
say the words I could not keep in. Why did I have to look like I knew everything?” 
(Notes à propos de mes films, Kurosawa, 18).283  
 In his review of I Live in Fear (Ikimono No Kiroku) for Cahiers, Louis 
Marcorelles found that the film (modern, bearing Kurosawa’s signature, and on the 
                                                       
280 According to Stuart Galbraith, Kurosawa’s film was also a commercial failure in Japan and 
was the first film to lose money during its initial release (The Emperor and the Wolf, 223). 
Galbraith explains that Toho made little effort to exhibit the film abroad. In his book, Galbraith 
states that the film was not seen outside Japan until it was finally shown at a Kurosawa 
Retrospective in Berlin in 1961 (The Emperor and the Wolf, 221). However, my research proves 
that I Live in Fear was actually entered into the Official Competition at Cannes in 1956.  
281 My translation. « Je l’ai écrit plutôt pour me réveiller, pour m’encourager à repenser cette 
question (…) Mais nous étions décidés à faire une œuvre honnête dont nous pourrions demander 
jugement devant Dieu.» Kurosawa, Akira. “Notes À Propos de Mes Films.” Translated by Hiroko 
Kuroda. Études Cinématographiques 30–31 - (Spring 1964): 13–21.  
282 Kurosawa remembers: “The commercial release abroad was pathetic. It was the worst of all 
my films. I felt sorry because I tried to do everything I could within the political circumstances at 
the time. Now, I believe the film was screened too soon after Hiroshima. The public was not 
ready to handle this subject. It was only much later that cinema voiced its outrage at the horrible 
aftermath of the atomic bomb” (The Emperor and the Wolf, 19).  
283 My translation. « Tant pis si elle est contradictoire et  bizarre ! J’ai voulu dire les paroles que 
je ne pouvais retenir. Pourquoi devais-je avoir l’air d’être au courant de tout ? » Kurosawa, Akira. 
“Notes À Propos de Mes Films.” Translated by Hiroko Kuroda. Études Cinématographiques 30–
31 - (Spring 1964): 13–21.  
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subject of atomic anxiety) could have been “interesting in principle.”284 However, he was 
“bitterly disappointed” with “the director’s confusing ethical intentions” and asserted not 
only that Kurosawa was “wrong … to treat the problem [of the atomic bomb] in such 
abstract terms” but that his direction of the actors lacked “rigor,” as did “the mise en 
scène generally” (Cahiers 60, 14).285 Marcorelles accused Toshiro Mifune, “the busiest 
actor in Japanese cinema,” of playing in “an outrageous style the character of a big 
businessmen, obsessed by atomic destruction, who wants to escape to a country where 
bombs won’t reach him” (Cahiers 60, 14).286  
 In Marcorelles’ opinion, “Kurosawa was overwhelmed” by a scenario that was 
out of his league.287 The director might be a “spirited observer” but he was certainly not a 
“moralist.”  Only a director with “the moral fervor of a Rossellini in Europe 51” could 
have made a successful film of it (Cahiers 60, 14).288  
                                                       
284 In the original French : « Un film moderne japonais, et surtout signé Akira Kurosawa traitant 
en outre du problème de l’angoisse atomique, est en principe intéressant » Cahiers 60, «Cannes 
1956 » « Si les Oiseaux Savaient, » Louis Marcorelles, 14. 
285 In the original French : « Nous fûmes pourtant amèrement déçus, aussi bien par la confusion 
morale des intentions du réalisateur, qui a le tort de trop poser le problème dans l’abstrait, que par 
le manque de rigueur de la direction d’acteurs, et de la mise en scène en général » (Cahiers 60, 
« Cannes 1956 » « Si les Oiseaux Savaient,» Louis Marcorelles, 14). 
286 In the original French : « Toshiro Mifune, l’acteur le plus occupé du cinéma japonais (quelque 
chose entre Fernandel et Pierre Fresnay chez nous), l’ex-bandit de Rashõmon, joue dans un style 
outrancier un personnage de gros industriel obsédé par la destruction atomique, qui veut fuir dans 
un pays où les bombes ne l’atteindront pas » (Cahiers 60, « Cannes 1956 » « Si les Oiseaux 
Savaient »,  Louis Marcorelles, 14). 
287 In the original French : « Kurosawa a été écrasé par un scénario trop exceptionnel » (Cahiers 
60, « Cannes 1956 » « Si les Oiseaux Savaient »,  Louis Marcorelles, 14). 
288 In the original French : « [le scenario trop exceptionnel] qui aurait pour le moins exigé la 
ferveur morale d’un Rossellini dans Europe 51. Kurosawa est peut-être un observateur enjoué, à 
coup sûr pas un moralisateur » (Cahiers 60, « Cannes 1956 » « Si les Oiseaux Savaient »,  Louis 
Marcorelles, 14). 
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 Kurosawa’s I Live in Fear was so misunderstood that even Positif, however eager 
by this time to disagree about any film reviewed by its rival publication, had to agree 
with Cahiers’ assessment. Positif explained that I Live in Fear “failed” precisely because 
it did not take into account that “fear of the atomic bomb was a legitimate, daily concern 
for Japan” (Positif 17, 61). Because none of the characters in the film were likeable, 
Positif found it impossible to relate to them or have compassion for their plight (Positif 
17, 61).289 This feeling of distrust and dislike towards the characters in the film was 
exacerbated for Positif’s left-leaning critics by the fact that Kurosawa set the film in the 
elitist “milieu of the upper middle class (haute bourgeoisie).” Such characters, they 
claimed, could disappear without inspiring “any concern or regret” (Positif 17, 61).  
 Overall, French critics’ reviews of Cannes’ 1956 Japanese Film Festival express 
various flavors of frustration with Japanese cinema, including some points of agreement 
between Cahiers and Positif.  That consensus would prove to be short-lived. A series of 
articles followed where Cahiers and Positif engaged in attacking each other.  
 
 
 
                                                       
289 In the original French : “Le mythe du cinéma japonais reçoit le coup de grâce en la personne 
même du réalisateur de Rashõmon, Akira Kurosawa. I live in Fear paraphrase un titre célèbre au 
Japon : si les oiseaux savaient, ils quitteraient le Japon, à la recherche d’un abri contre les 
expériences atomiques. Le péril atomique créé la peur, au Japon plus qu’ailleurs, car « Plus 
jamais de Hiroshima » est une prière de tous les jours dans ce pays. Et c’est justement pourquoi 
ce film est raté. Aucun personnage n’est sympathique ; ce milieu de grande bourgeoisie, ainsi 
qu’un certain côté familial de l’intrigue, font songer au Nœud de Vipères de Mauriac. On pense 
presque que si tous les oiseaux ressemblaient à ces personnages, leur disparation n’inspirerait ni 
inquiétude ni regret ! » (Positif 17, 61). 
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Venice 1956: Another Mizoguchi Film Receives Acclaim  
 On August 24, 1956, four days before the opening of the 1956 Venice Film 
Festival, Mizoguchi died. Cahiers immediately reported that “his death deprived 
Japanese cinema of one its trump cards” (Cahiers 63, 33).290 Just before his death, 
Cahiers had continued to demonstrate its allegiance to Mizoguchi by informing its 
readers that Mizoguchi’s latest film was an Eastmancolor production entitled Shin Heike 
Monogatari and that, “naturally, like its predecessors, the film is a period drama” 
(Cahiers 62, 38). “Speaking of Mizoguchi,” the article continued, 
 We must express our regret that film distributors here would rather put out very 
banal Japanese “nipponeries,” which make no money and don't impress the 
critics, instead of showing us his latest frescoes (it's the appropriate word for films 
that last no more than two hours and a half, but never less than two). Amongst 
these, let’s mention Ugestu (Ugetsu Monogatari, 1952) (…), Sansho The Bailiff 
(Sansho Dayu, 1954) (…), A Story of Chikamatsu (Chikamatsu Monogatari, 
1954) (…), Princess Yang-Kwei-Fei (Yohiki, 1955) (…). Let’s hope that 
intelligent film clubs will soon fill these gaps. (Cahiers 62, 38)291  
                                                       
290 In the original French : « La mort de Mizoguchi prive donc le cinéma japonais d’une de ses 
cartes maîtresses » (Cahiers 63, 33). 
291 In the original French : « Le dernier film de Kenji Mizoguchi se nomme Shin Heike 
Monogatari (La Saga de Shin Heike), 1955, Eastmancolor. Naturellement, c’est, comme ses 
devanciers, un film d’époque. A propos de Mizoguchi, regrettons ici que les distributeurs 
préfèrent sortie ici quelques très banales nipponeries, qui ne font pas un sou et ne retiennent guère 
l’attention de la critique, plutôt que de nous révéler ses dernières fresques (c’est le mot qui 
convient pour des œuvres qui durent, au plus, 2h. et demie, mais jamais moins de 2 heures). 
Parmi celles-ci, citons : Ugetsu Monogatari (Les contes de la Lune Pâle et Mysterieuse après la 
Pluie, 1952) (…), Sasnho Dayu (Le Superintendant Sansho, 1954) (…), Chikamatsu Monogatari 
(Les Amants Crucifiés, 1954) (…), Yohiki (Les Amants Crucifiés, 1954) (…), Yohiki 
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 Within days of Mizoguchi’s death, his film Street of Shame received a Moestra 
Special Mention at the Venice Film Festival. In his review of Street of Shame (Akasen 
Chitai), which depicts the struggles of women forced into prostitution to overcome their 
circumstances, François Truffaut expressed his sadness at Mizoguchi’s passing and 
explained that Mizoguchi “was the auteur of the best Japanese films in recent years” (Les 
films de ma vie, 241). Truffaut found Street of Shame to be a “beautiful” movie and 
compared Mizoguchi’s fascination “with luxury and the moral rot that develops in its 
wake” to Ingmar Bergman’s (Les films de ma vie, 241). 
 While the second Japanese film screened in Venice’s 1956 Official Selection was 
also awarded a prize, its review was mixed. Kon Ichikawa’s first film to be shown 
abroad, The Burmese Harp (Burima No Tategoto), received the Silver Lion.292 The film 
takes place in 1945, as a group of Japanese soldiers are trying to escape the British army 
in the mountains of Burma. One of the soldiers plays the harp as he leads the group. 
Upon encountering British troops they chant in unison “Home Sweet Home,” which leads 
to their peaceful capture. The young harpist deserts his unit to become a priest, play the 
harp and bury all his dead comrades in an attempt to further peace. 
 Bazin reported that Venice’s Jury gave an award to The Burmese Harp because it 
admired that Ichikawa “was able, through noble images, so remarkably to express the 
                                                       
(L’Impératrice Yan-Kwei-Fei, 1955) (…). Espérons que l’intelligent système de programmation 
du Cinéma d’Essai saura combler ces oublis » (Cahiers 62, 38). 
292 That year, no films were awarded the Golden Lion. 
  
139 
conflict of a metaphysical vocation with the painful tug of human emotions” (Cahiers 63, 
3).293 
 Positif, for its part, disagreed with the Jury. In a short mention of The Burmese 
Harp, Positif began its review with an apology: “Excuse our language which is not 
worthy of a serious publication and of its even more serious readers, but this dud does not 
deserve any better” (Positif 24, 57).294 The Positif team found the film to be such an 
annoying piece of made-for-festivals “Japoneserie” that it was almost “burlesque.”295 In 
the review, Positif refused to believe that “such nonsense” could be a vehicle for “anti-
war consciousness-raising.”296 The film struck them, in fact, as the antithesis of a call for 
peace: “Becoming a priest and burying bodies without looking to punish those 
responsible for the disgraces of war is tantamount only to clearing the way and leaving 
the field open for the next war” (Positif 24, 57).297   
 François Truffaut chose The Burmese Harp for his first review of a Japanese film. 
Writing in Arts, he called the film “unusual, noble and endearing” (Arts 617, 1-7, May, 
                                                       
293 In the original French : « Il admire que le réalisateur japonais ait su exprimer si 
remarquablement par la noblesse des images le conflit d’une vocation métaphysique avec le 
douloureux appel des sentiments humains » (Cahiers 63, 3).  
294 In the original French : « Excusez ce “sic” indigne d’une revue sérieuse et de lecteurs encore 
plus sérieux mais, très sincèrement, ce super-navet ne mérite pas mieux. Figurez-vous qu’un 
soldat japonais se fait, après la guerre, curé (chez eux, ils appellent ça un bonze) et refuse de 
quitter la Birmanie avant que tous les cadavres japonais soient enterrés. Le tout, accompagné de 
chansons du genre Home, sweet home » (Positif 24, 57). 
295 In the original French : « Cette pénible japonaiserie festivalière est le parfait film de patronage 
et il suffirait de quelques retouches pour que ce soit un admirable burlesque » (Positif 24, 57).  
296 In the original French : « Il paraît que dans cette ineptie se trouve une prise de conscience 
contre la guerre » (Positif 24, 57).  
297 In the original French : « Se faire bonze et enterrer les cadavres sans chercher à punir les 
responsables de l’ignominie appelée guerre, ce n’est que déblayer le terrain, laisser le champ libre 
pour la prochaine » (Positif 24, 57). 
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1957).298 However, like his colleagues before him, Truffaut questioned the “sincerity” of 
Japanese cinema and declared that “it’s always hard to know where one stands about 
Japanese films.” One thing Truffaut could, however, assert with “certainty” is that some 
Japanese films, namely “Gate of Hell (Jigoku-mon), I Live in Fear (Ikiru), Seven Samurai 
(Shichinin No Samurai), Darkness in the Moon (Mahiru No Ankoku) and even 
Rashōmon,” benefit from a reputation that is undeserved” (The Films in My Life, 243).299 
By contrast, however, all of the films of Mizoguchi that Truffaut had seen, which he lists 
as The Life of Oharu (Saikaku Ichidai Onna), Street of Shame (Akasen Chitai), Princess 
Kwei-Fei were strikingly “beautiful and intelligent” (Arts 617, 1-7, May 1957).300  
 Reviewed in this context, The Burmese Harp is a film that Truffaut reports liking 
“unquestionably,” while also finding its designs on viewers “suspect.”301  “Authentic or 
not,” however, its “nobility, discretion and grandeur work, and even if we are allowing 
                                                       
298 In the original French : « La Harpe de Birmanie : Insolite, noble, attachant » (Arts, May 1-7, 
1957). 
299 The article originally published in Arts 617, 1-7 May, 1957 was translated in François 
Truffaut’s Les films de ma vie, « Hurrah For The Japanese Cinema », translated by Leonard 
Mayhem 242-243. However, I have found Mayhem’s translation to be not entirely accurate 
because it does not include the last sentence in Truffaut’s Arts article. Mayhem translated passage 
ends with : « The sincerity of the enterprise is somewhat dubious. In any case, it’s always hard to 
know where one stands about Japanese films » (243). In the original Arts article though, the 
article has an additional sentence « La sincérité de l’entreprise est douteuse et il est toujours bien 
difficile de savoir à quoi s’en tenir sur les films japonais. J’ai la certitude que la réputation est 
usurpée dont jouissent Les Portes de l’Enfer, Tous les oiseaux savaient, Les sept Samouraïs, 
Ombres en plein jour, et même Rashōmon.»  
300 In the original French : « Par contre, tous les films que j’au eu l’occasion de voir de Mizoguchi 
(O’Haru Femme Galante, La Rue de la Honte, La Princesse Kwei-Fey (sic) m’ont frappé par leur 
beauté et leur intelligence » (Arts 617, 1-7, May, 1957).  
301 In the original French : « La Harpe de Birmanie me plaît incontestablement, mais ne m’en 
paraît pas moins suspect » (Arts 617, 1-7, May 1957). 
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ourselves to be duped, it is ungrudgingly” (Arts 617, 1-7, May, 1957).302 Truffaut 
continues to explain that “in any case, Kon Ichikawa’s mise en scène is skillful: wide 
master shots show us packs of twenty-five soldiers in Thailand’s sunlit gray skies, with 
everything bathed in restrained lyricism and a tranquil greatness that slowly force our 
commitment to the film. In short, despite my reservations, it’s clear to see that I’m crazy 
about The Burmese Harp” (Arts 617, 1-7, May, 1957).303  
 A year later, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze, under the pen name of Etienne Loinod, 
reviewed the film to highlight the fact that The Burmese Harp showed an atypical and 
endearing side of Japanese cinema. Doniol-Valcroze explains that French audiences who 
“had been used to a universe of hoarse, guttural sounds, coy smiles, frozen politeness and 
sudden anger” were flabbergasted when they saw The Burmese Harp because, unlike its 
predecessors, it was a “tender film” (Cahiers 73, 53-54).304 Doniol-Valcroze explains: 
The whole story is told with a strange mixture of realism and poetry. Is it naïve? 
Is it sincere? What are the intentions of Natsudo Wada, the screenwriter? 
Probably worthy ones, but it's hard for us to take these fierce soldiers seriously 
                                                       
302 In the original French : « Toutefois, authentique ou non, cette noblesse, cette pudeur et cette 
grandeur font leur effet, même si nous nous laissons avoir, c’est de bon cœur » (Arts 617, 1-7, 
May 1957). 
303 In the original French : « De larges plans généraux nous montrent de soldats par paquets de 
vingt-cinq dans la grisaille ensoleillée de la Thaïlande, le tout baignant dans un lyrisme contenu, 
une grandeur tranquille qui lentement forcent notre adhésion. Bref, malgré mes réserves, on aura 
compris que j’en pince pour La Harpe Birmane » (Arts 617, 1-7, May, 1957).  
304 In the original French : « Cet étrange film faillit remporter le Lion d’Or l’année dernière à 
Venise. Il n’en mérite pas tant, mais il faut bien reconnaître que le spectacle n’est pas banal et que 
ceux qui le virent non prévenus commencèrent par écarquiller les yeux de la plus ronde façon. 
Les films japonais nous ont habitués à un univers de sons rauques et gutturaux, de petits sourires 
impassibles, de politesse glacée et de brusques accès de colère. S’agissant d’un film sur la guerre 
on pouvait légitimement s’attendre à quelque rudesse, d’autant que les armées nippones ne 
passent pas pour avoir été au combat de façon particulièrement tendre. Or justement cette Harpe 
de Birmanie de Kon Ichikawa est un film tendre » (Cahiers 73, 53-54).  
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when they dissolve into tears at every Protestant hymn. But we can at least agree 
that the film is unusual, endearing and that the sequence where, in a lunar 
landscape, the harp player buries hundreds of bodies is one of great visual beauty 
and real emotion (Cahiers 73, 54).305  
  
Summary 
 The reception of Japanese films from 1954 to 1956 shows that Cahiers’ critics 
demonstrate a clear preference for Mizoguchi’s work. In addition, they bear witness to a 
sense of fatigue with period dramas other than Mizoguchi’s, and a desire to welcome 
films that take their distance from this genre and tackle contemporary problems, apart 
from Kurosawa’s work which is deemed too abstract and not sufficiently poetic. The next 
event to impact the reception of Japanese cinema and further engage the critics in their 
politique des auteurs will take place at the Cinémathèque Française during its special 
Retrospective of Akira Kurosawa’s work.  
                                                       
305 In the original French : « Tout cela est raconté avec un mélange curieux de réalisme et de 
poésie.  Est-ce naïf ? Est-ce sincère ? Quelles sont les intentions du scénariste Natsudo Wada ? 
Bonnes sans doute mais on a de la peine à prendre au sérieux ces farouches guerriers qui fondent 
en larmes au moindre cantique protestant. Convenons pourtant que le film est insolite, attachant et 
que la séquence où, dans un paysage lunaire, le harpiste porte en terre des centaines de corps, est 
d’une grande beauté plastique et d’une réelle émotion » (Cahiers 73, 54). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
The Failure of the Kurosawa Retrospective at the Cinémathèque Française 
 
 In January 1957, the Cinémathèque Française launched a special Retrospective of 
Akira Kurosawa’s work, under the direction of Henri Langlois, during which it screened 
eight of Kurosawa’s films. This event represents the largest effort to date to promote 
Kurosawa’s body of work, with screenings ranging from his earliest films, like Sugata 
Sanjiro and Men Who Step on the Tiger's Tail, to his contemporary dramas, including No 
Regrets for Our Youth, Drunken Angel, The Idiot and Living. However, instead of helping 
to establish Kurosawa as a first-rate director, this special tribute further thrust him into 
the heart of debate regarding the politique des auteurs within Japanese cinema, widening 
the public rift between André Bazin and his younger colleagues at Cahiers. By analyzing 
Luc Moullet’s harsh, even scathing criticism of two of Kurosawa’s films, Drunken Angel 
and Living, as well as Bazin’s responses, this chapter will illustrate that the positions 
taken by proponents of the politique des auteurs at Cahiers were first and foremost 
polemical. Produced in a context of in-fighting and couched in a hyperbolic discourse of 
dissension and feigned disbelief, the reviews of Kurosawa were so groundless and 
subjective that Bazin felt compelled to stand up and heroically defend the director’s 
work. 
 
 To celebrate its 20th year, the Cinémathèque Française organized a special 
program entitled “25 Years of Cinema.” The program included an Homage to 
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Kurosawa.306 In the pamphlet entitled “Homage to Kurosawa,” the Cinémathèque 
Française justified its promotion of Kurosawa’s work on the basis that it needed more 
recognition from critics and audience. The pamphlet explains: “despite Rashōmon’s 
immense success and all the Japanese films shown in Paris and at various international 
film festivals,”307 the Japanese director had mostly come to be known in France only 
through Rashōmon and Seven Samurai, two samurai films that differ from the rest of 
Kurosawa’s work.308 Through the retrospective, the Cinémathèque Française hoped 
finally to present a comprehensive cycle of Kurosawa’s films, thereby providing French 
viewers with the chance to look beyond their initial bedazzlement to new aspects of his 
filmography. 
 
 When the Kurosawa Retrospective opened, Luc Moullet was the only critic from 
Cahiers to attend the screenings, for reasons that remain unclear. At that point, he had 
reviewed only two Japanese films, neither of which was directed by Kurosawa. In 1952, 
Moullet had criticized Mizoguchi’s The Life of Oharu for showing « mostly . . . harsh, 
violent and crude emotions » (Cahiers 16, October, 1952: 6). Moullet did not reenter the 
debate until four years later, in 1956, after his colleagues positioned Mizoguchi as an 
                                                       
306 PCF 18 B1 – « 25 Ans de Cinéma », 1956 – « Hommage à Kurosawa », 62. June 18, 2015. 
307 In the original French : « Malgré l’immense succès de Rashomon et des films japonais projetés 
à Paris ou dans les différents festivals internationaux, peut-on dire que nous connaissons 
réellement la production japonaise, dans ses aspects divers ? » PCF 18 B1 – « 25 Ans de 
Cinéma », 1956 – « Hommage à Kurosawa », 62. June 18, 2015. 
308 In the original French : « (…) qu’on essaie de combler cette lacune, en mettant à la disposition 
de tous ceux que Rashomon et Les Sept Samouraï ont éblouis, un ensemble presque complet de 
l’œuvre de Kurosawa. » PCF 18 B1 – « 25 Ans de Cinéma », 1956 – « Hommage à Kurosawa », 
62. June 18, 2015. 
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auteur. Explaining that he had misjudged Mizoguchi’s intentions, Moullet assured 
readers of his second review that he could now recognize A Story from Chikamatsu as, 
indeed, a great film (Cahiers 65, November, 1956).  
 In an article entitled, “Akira Kurosawa,” published in the Petit Journal du Cinéma 
(Cahiers 68, February, 1957),309 Moullet begins by congratulating the Cinémathèque 
Française on its commendable efforts and calls the exhibit a positive step toward better 
understanding Kurosawa’s work: 
Setting up a Kurosawa retrospective was an excellent idea: of his work we in 
France knew only Rashōmon, The Seven Samurai (Shichinin no Samurai, 1952) 
and Record of a Living Being (Ikomono no kiruku, 1955). Drunken Angel 
(Yoidore tenshi, 1948) and Living (Ikuru, 1952) were preceded by a flattering 
reputation which had increased our impatience. (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 
1950s 260) 
But one sentence into his review, Moullet’s positive tone stops abruptly at complimenting 
the Cinématèque’s efforts. Moullet found Living and Drunken Angel, two of Kurosawa’s 
contemporary films that display a constant preoccupation with social issues, to be “a total 
disaster, which is a bit difficult to account for” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 
260). And he proceeded to massacre both films.  
 Drunken Angel tells the story of an alcoholic doctor who tries to save a gangster 
with tuberculosis, a journey that leads both men to re-evaluate their lives. Even though 
                                                       
309 The exchange that took place between Luc Moullet and André Bazin in Cahiers 68, February 
1957 and Cahiers 69, March 1957 was translated in “Exchanges about Kurosawa and Mizoguchi” 
in Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma. The 1950s. Vol 1, Ch. 32. 260-263.  
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the film had been subjected to censure and rewrites, Kurosawa nevertheless felt that this 
was the first time he was able to freely and fully express his ideas. As he put it, with 
Drunken Angel,  “I finally (…) did a work that was mine” (A. Kurosawa, “Notes à propos 
de mes films,” Études Cinématographiques, N. 30-31, Spring 1964, 15).  
 The film had premiered in Tokyo to rave reviews and was chosen by the 
prestigious Kinema Junpo critics’ poll as the best film of its year.310 Moullet disagreed 
with the Japanese reviews, denouncing Drunken Angel‘s “aesthetic pretentions” and 
summarily dismissing it as a film that “never rises above the level of mediocrity and is 
completely lacking in interest” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 260). Not content 
with this blanket criticism of Kurosawa’s intentions and execution, Moullet singled out 
two scenes in the film, “the dream sequence and the hero’s death scene,” as surpassing 
“in their grotesqueness anything even the European cinema has produced” (Hillier, 
Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 260).   
 While Moullet openly expressed his dislike for Drunken Angel, he devoted most 
of his criticism to Living. Living tells the story of a man named Watanabe who, having 
lived an uneventful life for thirty years as a bureaucrat, learns he has terminal cancer and 
only a few months to live. Watanabe decides to give his life meaning by helping others 
and building a children’s playground. The film is divided into two parts, the period 
leading to Watanabe’s death and the posthumous period, where his work colleagues 
gather at a funeral meal to recall Watanabe’s life. 
 Moullet begins his review of Living with what appears to be a straightforward 
                                                       
310 Kinema Junpo is Japan’s oldest and most respected film magazine. 
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synopsis of the film’s plot: 
We know it is the story of a broken-down old civil servant, suffering from cancer 
and trying to achieve something before he dies. Struggling against all the 
bureaucratic red tape, he succeeds in establishing the idea of a public park for the 
kids in a poor district of Tokyo. He dies the day it is opened. (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma. The 1950s 260)  
Moullet concedes that, “up to this point it is all quite innocuous” (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma. The 1950s 260). It was the second part of the film, the “absolutely 
flabbergasting funeral meal,” that “beat the record of ridicule” (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 260).311 The funeral meal is centered on a dozen of Watanabe’s 
colleagues who, as they recall his life, argue over his achievements and gradually become 
more inebriated. They then express their own frustrations at living within a rigid 
bureaucratic system and re-examine their own lives’ purpose. Kurosawa’s film could 
therefore be understood as conveying an underlying existential message, whereby a man 
is defined only by what he accomplishes. But Moullet did not view it that way. Instead, 
he was particularly offended at the representation and development of the funeral over 
five full reels. In his view, the funeral was an overdone sentimental ploy that ultimately 
resulted in a “failed attempt to charm and endear the viewer” (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 260).  
  According to the film historian Donald Richie, the funeral meal in Living 
includes celebrants who are “loud in their sobs of repentance and their praise of the 
                                                       
311 In the original French : « Mais Vivre bat les records du ridicule » (Cahiers 68, 39). 
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dead,” as an accurate portrayal of a Japanese funeral custom. In his study on the films of 
Kurosawa, Richie explains that “this wake is not in the slightest overdone — Japanese 
wakes are always like this: drunk, full of back-biting toward the deceased, to end in an 
orgy of praise and fellow-feeling around dawn” (Richie The Films of Akira Kurosawa, 
94). There is no reason to think that Moullet would have known about traditional 
Japanese funeral rites, and there is no reason to blame him for his cultural ignorance. 
What is interesting is that, for want of this cross-cultural knowledge, Moullet leapt to the 
conclusion that Kurosawa was a cynic, whose “misanthropist” tendencies turned against 
him in Living (Cahiers 68, 40).312 Indeed, why else would Kurosawa end his film with an 
“idiotic” and “mawkish” idea of a swing-set?313 For Moullet, Kurosawa’s intentions were 
both inhumane and cheaply manipulative, and he concluded by stating that the “real 
Japanese cinema must be elsewhere” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 260).  
 Moullet’s review illustrates the rhetorical methods he employed to criticize 
Kurosawa. Moullet organized his review by presenting the notion that he had high hopes 
when he entered the screening room to see more of Kurosawa’s films as he was expecting 
to experience a transformative cinephilic moment. His review serves to emphatically and 
definitely dash those expectations.  
 Even eight years later, Moullet would not back down from his negative review of 
Living but, with time, his argument becomes a little clearer. In the article published in 
1965, Moullet reviewed Kurosawa’s Hidden Fortress (Kakushitoride no san akunin 
                                                       
312 In the original French : « Ici, la misanthropie de l’auteur devient d’une telle outrance qu’elle se 
retourne bien vite contre lui-même » (Cahiers 68, 40).  
313 In the original French : « Quant à l’idée finale de la balançoire, elle laisse le spectateur sans 
voix devant une telle bêtise, une telle mièvrerie » (Cahiers 68, 40). 
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1958) upon its commercial release in Paris. In the article, he explains why Kurosawa is 
not a director whose style lends itself addressing serious topics because it takes its source 
from theatrical conventions: 
Kurosawa fails when he makes serious or ambitious films because the Japanese 
theater from which he draws is too artificial not to become comical once it is 
introduced into the realism of the filmic image, and thus ends up mocking the 
subject, the intentions and the characters. Kurosawa succeeds in commercial films 
that do not treat serious or profound subjects, because one can mock superficial 
characters. Nothing precludes them from becoming mongrels or swaggerers. But 
it is impossible to mock pain, sincerity, and thought – and that is why Living is, in 
my opinion, the worst of films. (“Laurel et Kabuki" 77)314 
 
In Moullet’s opinion, certain theatrical traditions do not provide a foundation that is 
conducive to an aesthetic realism.  
   
Bazin Comes to Kurosawa’s Defense  
 André Bazin immediately took to the “Petit Journal de Cinéma” in Cahiers’ next 
issue (Cahiers 69, March 1957), to respond to Moullet. Calling attention to Moullet’s 
overtly aggressive tone as though there were no reasonable accounting for it, Bazin 
wondered “what had put our friend Moullet so out of humour when he penned that note 
for the last ‘Petit Journal’ column on the Kurosawa Retrospective at the Cinémathèque” 
(Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 261). Bazin’s article serves to explicitly defend 
Kurosawa as a victim of the “prejudice” of the young Turks’ partisan positions and offers 
                                                       
314 In the original French : « Kurosawa échoue dans le film ambitieux et sérieux parce que le 
théâtre japonais qui l’influence est trop artificiel pour ne pas devenir comique une fois introduit 
dans le réalisme de l’image cinématographique, ridiculisant ainsi sujet, intentions, personnages. 
Kurosawa réussit dans le commerce, peu sérieux et profond, car on peut ridiculiser des 
personnages superficiels. Rien ne s’oppose à ce qu’ils deviennent des pleutres ou des fanfarons. 
Mais il est impossible de ridiculiser la souffrance, la sincérité, la réflexion – et c’est pourquoi 
Vivre est, à mon avis, le plus mauvais des films. » 
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a contradictory eye-witness “testimony” in regards to the film. Bazin informed his 
readers that because Moullet had been “the only one” to attend the retrospective, “no one 
could contradict him,” and all the more so since at Cahiers “the director of Rashomon is 
somewhat the victim of a prejudice which works to the advantage of the tender, musical 
Mizoguchi” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 261). Having now seen the films 
himself, Bazin openly disagrees with Moullet’s position and engages his audience by 
proposing an entirely different reading of Kurosawa’s films.  
  Bazin was both surprised and disappointed that the Kurosawa Retrospective did 
not help Cahiers’ young critics better understand Kurosawa’s artistic personality and 
cinematographic skills because, as he explains, “the Cinémathèque’s interesting initiative 
should, precisely, have allowed us to revise our opinion of Kurosawa, who was quite 
inadequately known in France by only two films: Rashōmon and Seven Samurai” (Hillier, 
Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 261). 
 To demonstrate the narrow-mindedness of the politique des auteurs, Bazin looks 
back over the history of critical reception of Japanese cinema at Cahiers. Bazin reminds 
his readers that Rashōmon had once been praised as a great film, but before the politique 
des auteurs took over the publication. Kurosawa’s film was no longer credited with 
anything more than the momentary revelation of introducing Western audiences to a 
Japanese national cinematic production that the increasingly available work of other 
auteurs was now seen at Cahiers to exemplify better and more fully. Cahiers’ admiration 
of Kurosawa quickly changed in the wake of their discovery of “many other films – 
notably Mizoguchi’s – which have revealed to us a production which, if not more 
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authentic, is at any rate more characteristic and more pure” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: 
The 1950s 261). As critics saw more Japanese films, they began to implement a 
comparative model, whereby one director’s work was compared directly to another’s, in 
accordance with an emerging, more or less explicit hierarchy of difference.     
One might ask exactly what ‘pure’ and ‘authentic’ aspects of Mizoguchi’s films 
had seduced the critics, including, by his own admission here, Bazin? Could it simply be 
that Mizoguchi’s films chimed with preconceived ideas and expectations about the exotic 
Japanese culture that Japanese cinema should embody if French critics were to fulfill 
their own wish of remaining alienated from their movie-going experience? Once the 
direct comparison between Kurosawa and Mizoguchi was established, “ingratitude came 
easily; and just as it has been the done thing to condemn the snobbery of exoticism in the 
glamour of Japanese cinema, in Kurosawa it is his reverse exoticism that has been 
attacked” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 261). In Bazin’s view, Kurosawa was 
blamed for his hybrid style, which embraced narrative and technical methods reminiscent 
of Western cinema and thus parted with the critics’ ideas of monolithically Japanese 
culture. 
 As he often did in his film reviews, Bazin tried to remain dispassionate and 
present a more balanced appreciation of Kurosawa.  
 But Bazin was not the only critic to join this debate to argue in favor of 
Kurosawa. In his review of Living, Gaffary at Positif similarly rejected Moullet’s analysis 
of Living and stated that, while he still preferred Seven Samurai, “Living is Kurosawa’s 
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most interesting work” (Positif 22, March 1957, 6).315 If Moullet hated the funeral in the 
film, for Gaffary, that second half of the movie was the most “masterful part,” with no 
precedent in the history of cinema.316 In Gaffary’s critical opinion, the funeral section is a 
tour de force and incredibly innovative because Kurosawa was able to bring to the screen 
the unfolding of a situation that would normally be reserved for the medium or literature 
of theater.317 Gaffary openly criticizes Moullet’s review of Living by stating that only “a 
lazy viewer or a half-witted young critic (Cahiers du cinéma, n.68, page 40) would not 
understand that” and would fail to capture the power of this tour de force that allowed for 
the image of the dead to slowly and calmly penetrate him as he watched the film.318 With 
such definitive positions taken, the lines were drawn. Positif would support Kurosawa 
and Cahiers Mizoguchi. 
 The differing opinions and the subsequent exchange that took place among 
Moullet, Bazin and Gaffary at Positif regarding Drunken Angel and Living demonstrate 
that, having preferentially chosen Mizoguchi’s work, the young Turks set out to vilify 
Kurosawa’s. Indeed, the politique des auteurs was not simply founded on discovering 
uniquely gifted directors and placing them on a pedestal. The rhetorical process involved 
comparing and contrasting directors, and encouraging a restrictive binary structure in 
                                                       
315 In the original French : « Vivre ou Vivre Seulement un Jour est son œuvre la plus intéressante. 
Je dis la plus intéressante et non la meilleure, mes préférences allant au Sept Samouraïs » (Positif 
22, 6). 
316 In the original French : « La partie magistrale du film, et sans précédent dans l’histoire du 
cinéma, va commencer » (Positif 22, 6). 
317 In the original French : « Nous avons là, la transposition sur le plan cinématographique de la 
naissance et de la progression d’une situation littéraire ou théâtrale. Lente et calme, l’image du 
défunt pénètre en nous » (Positif 22, 6). 
318 In the original French : « Sur l’écran, les gens boivent, pleurent, hurlent pendant une heure. Le 
spectateur paresseux et le jeune critique demeuré (Cahiers du Cinéma, n. 68, page 40) ne 
comprendront pas cela » (Positif 22, 6). 
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which the glorification of one director came hand in hand with vehemently vilifying and 
attacking the other. The failure of this process is that it was inherently dismissive and 
impoverishing of the critical discourse, where aesthetically baseless head-to-head 
comparisons could be forced into conformity with preordained judgments.  The films the 
young Turks had seen from Mizoguchi were all period pieces and therefore had nothing 
in common with Kurosawa’s modern films. Why choose to keep setting Mizoguchi 
against Kurosawa, apart from the fact that they were both Japanese directors, one 
ostensibly more “Japanese” than the other? 
  
 To convince his readership and the young Turks of the need to adopt a new stand 
on Kurosawa, Bazin argued that Cahiers had oversimplified its judgments of Japanese 
cinema. At least as regards the Cinémathèque’s screening of Living  he feels “obliged to 
bring to bear a radically different testimony” than Moullet (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: 
The 1950s 261). Bazin hypothesizes, without claiming to know for sure, that the 
“ensemble of critical prejudices” which he admits to having at times “shared in part,” 
may have “blinded Moullet as he watched the films screened at the Cinémathèque” 
(Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 262). While Bazin does not explicitly name the 
politique des auteurs, his reference to an “ensemble of critical prejudices” is clearly 
aimed at this methodology. Bazin refuses to employ such a simplistic, inflexible, and 
chiseled methodology and warns the young Turks that the politique des auteurs is a 
smokescreen. By emphatically claiming that their taste in directors is irrefutable, the 
impassioned critics have ultimately failed in their film criticism.  
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 To begin, Bazin addresses the most common accusations made towards 
Rashōmon and Seven Samurai: that the director’s work was under the stranglehold of 
Western cinematographic influences. As he had done in the past, Bazin does not try to 
deny these Western influences; on the contrary, he embraces them and maintains that 
“there is, in fact, no doubt that these two productions [Drunken Angel and Living] both 
attest to an extremely skillful and deliberate Westernism” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: 
The 1950s 261). Bazin acknowledges Kurosawa’s debt to the West by explaining that 
Kurosawa “is evidently very much influenced by Western cinema of the thirties, and 
perhaps even more by American films than by neo-realism. His admiration for John Ford, 
Fritz Lang and Chaplin in particular is clear enough” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 
1950s 261). However, Kurosawa does not “absorb” these influences passively; to the 
contrary, he uses them to his advantage “to transmit back to us an image of Japanese 
tradition and culture that we can assimilate visually and mentally” (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 261). Bazin wants his readers to understand that Kurosawa’s 
authorial intentions and practices cannot simply be dismissed as pale imitation and 
annexation —they figure in a creative process whereby Kurosawa, as a metteur en scène, 
is actively and thoughtfully making choices that reflect his vision of the world.   
 In Bazin’s opinion, Rashōmon, “the film [that] can truly be said to have opened 
the gates of the West to the Japanese cinema,” epitomizes Kurosawa’s process of 
efficiently telling a story using the rhetoric of Western cinema (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 261). Bazin counts as a strength of Kurosawa that he has this ability 
to translate cultural elements into terms that render them accessible to Western audiences. 
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As explained by Bazin, Kurosawa’s intentions are “to transmit back to us an image of 
Japanese tradition that we can assimilate visually and mentally” (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 261). Bazin does admit, however, that Kurosawa does not always 
succeed in getting the interplay and proportions between East and West just right.  He 
cites Seven Samurai as an example in which “compromises [with the rhetoric of Western 
cinema] were even more evident,” stating that Seven Samurai could be perceived as “a 
John Ford Western on a feudal theme” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 262).  
Nevertheless, even if Kurosawa’s intentions are at times too transparently 
strategic, what matters for Bazin is that Kurosawa’s films represent a modern trend in 
Japanese cinema. He classifies Kurosawa as a “post-war director” who “belongs to a 
relatively young generation” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma. The 1950s 261) and who 
should be admired for his innovative efforts. 
 
Bazin and Living 
 While Moullet had “coolly described [Living] as the ultimate in absurdity,” Bazin 
found he needed to defend Kurosawa, on the stand. For Bazin, Living was “the most 
beautiful, most accomplished and most moving Japanese film” he had seen, “at any rate 
among the productions of the modern cycle” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 
262).  
 Unlike Moullet, who never addressed the film’s genre, Bazin was highly aware 
that his counterpart’s contempt for Living was mostly based on bias against the film’s 
contemporary subject matter. Bazin therefore adds: “I want to point out that here the 
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script is, in fact, a contemporary one and that this immediacy radically modifies the 
disturbing problem of influences” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 261). Bazin, 
for his part, believed that the film’s contemporary setting did not detract from or dilute its 
Japanese origins; instead, Bazin found that “Living is a specifically Japanese film” whose 
message holds a “universal value” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 262). Just as 
some other films that were highly regarded by Cahiers’ young Turks succeeded in 
communicating the underlying humanism of their national particularism across national 
boundaries, Bazin argues that: 
Living is as Japanese as Lang’s M [1931] was German or Welles’ Citizen Kane 
[1941] was American. There is no need of mental translation from one culture to 
another to be able to clearly read the general significance of this film in addition 
to its particular inspiration. (Bazin Global Cinema 164)  
The discrepancies between Bazin and Moullet’s reviews demonstrate the extent to which 
the politique des auteurs was an arbitrary process, based on personal taste and 
preconceived ideas. Bazin argues that cinema transcends cultural barriers, such that “the 
internationalism of Living […] arises from a subterranean moral layer where Kurosawa 
knew it was to be found” (Bazin Global Cinema 164). 
   
 For Bazin, cinema was a universal language with a universal set of rules, 
grammar and rhetorical devices — all the more so, as a practical matter, in a modern age 
of increasing intercultural contact and exchange. Bazin understood national cinemas to be 
enriched, not de-authenticated, by deliberate borrowing and occasional infusions of non-
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native elements. From that perspective, Bazin argues that Kurosawa’s venturing beyond 
the cultural isolationism of home-grown Japanese traditions and artistic conventions is 
entirely legitimate and, more than that, admirably forwarding-looking: 
But since he is also dealing with men of our time, contemporaries with whom a 
face-to-face encounter is only hours away by plane, Kurosawa is also within his 
rights to draw, now and then, on international film rhetoric, just as James Joyce 
drew on the vocabulary of many languages in order to re-invent English, an 
English that could be said to be already translated and yet untranslatable. (Hillier, 
Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 262)  
In response to the young Turks’ harsh criticism of Kurosawa, Bazin for the defense  
“wonders” whether they—or rather, a “we” in which he includes himself, together with 
their mutual readers —might not do well to adopt an alternative viewpoint. Vis-à-vis the 
allegedly damning defect of Kurosawa’s “cosmopolitanism,” should they not “instead of 
regarding [it] as a commercial compromise, albeit of superior quality, … see it from now 
on as a dialectical progression pointing the way forward for the Japanese cinema?” 
(Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 262). Bazin positions Kurosawa as a modern, 
innovative cinematographer whose work illustrates the international nature of post-war 
cinema.   
 
 This dismantling of critical polemics clears the way for Bazin’s admiring fresh 
look at  Living. In his view, Kurosawa’s portrayal of a dying bureaucrat’s saintly last act 
was an extraordinary film because, contrary to Moullet’s unsubstantiated accusations of 
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mawkishness, it managed to steer clear of “all the pitfalls such a theme might hold: 
sentimentality, melodrama, moralism, social problem” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 
1950s 263). Not only did Living avoid these problems, but it “transcended” them thanks 
“to narrative structures of an intelligence” that, in an echo of Moullet’s scandalized 
“speechlessness,” left Bazin “open-mouthed with astonishment” (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 263). To demonstrate the virtues that Moullet’s hyperbolically one-
sided review of Living had overlooked, Bazin goes on to refute Moullet’s claim that the 
funeral sequence was absurd, and instead advocates for the sequence’s merits and the 
skillful ways in which Kurosawa interwove the flashbacks with the ongoing 
conversation: 
What Moullet calls ‘the interminable funeral’, which in fact takes up nearly half 
the film, is an unbelievably bold piece of story-telling (…) But each of these 
flashbacks is quite short, and they in no way reduce the guests’ discussion to a 
mere device of presentation. Thus, the substance of the film is just as much in the 
present as in the past, and the narrative tension derives from the convergence, 
which is progressively drawn between the secret truth of the reality evoked and 
the understanding of it which the observers gradually acquire. (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 263) 
 
As compared to “Western dramatic conventions,” which generally rely on “artificial 
symmetries,” Bazin found that “the role of time in the story [of Living]” emerged from  a 
“composition that was more skillful and more delicate”; and the ingenious flashbacks 
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during the funeral sequence helped reveal a humanist truth “without a single minute that 
could be considered gratuitous” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma. The 1950s 263).  
  
 Bazin’s review of Living is another example of his balanced approach to film 
criticism. Amidst the growing implementation of the politique des auteurs by the young 
Turks, he continued to uphold the position that a film critic should attempt to understand 
each film in its particular context without allowing his personal preferences to hinder or 
alter his judgment: 
When it comes to my personal taste, I still perhaps prefer Mizoguchi’s style, like 
the pure Japanese music of his inspiration, but I surrender before the breadth of 
intellectual, moral and aesthetic perspectives opened up by a film like Living, 
which is suffused with values that are incomparably more important, in its script 
just as much as in its form. (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 262)  
In Bazin’s opinion, Kurosawa’s talent and artistic ambitions brought forth a breadth of 
humanism that contributed to the art of cinema. 
  Bazin’s position as the sole defender of Kurosawa’s work led to the founding 
editor’s increased isolation at Cahiers. By standing in favor of Kurosawa against the 
outspoken group of young Turks and their virulent attacks, Bazin became progressively 
marginalized at Cahiers in the years preceding his death in November 1958. Hillier 
attributes Bazin’s isolation to “an increased tension between Bazin’s commitment to a mise 
en scène at the service of liberal-humanist subject matter and treatment, and an opposing 
tendency interested not at all in liberal-humanist good intentions but concerned only with 
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mise en scène as the essence of cinema” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 224). 
However, based on this exchange with Moullet, it appears that Bazin might have simply 
refused to participate in extreme versions of the politique des auteurs — a practice which, 
in his view, hampered the progress of constructive film dialectics.  
 It seems that even the young Turks were aware of collateral damage inflicted by 
the politique des auteurs. A few months after Bazin’s death, Cahiers dedicated its 95th 
issue to its founding father. Eric Rohmer, then Editor at Cahiers, wrote an article entitled 
“André Bazin’s ‘SUMMA’” to recognize his immense contribution to cinema. Rohmer 
accepts that he and colleagues got lost in the politique des auteurs and veered away from 
the essential issues for which Bazin was fighting:  
We, at Cahiers, who had almost daily colloquia with him [Bazin], believed 
ourselves exempt from returning to his writings. If not for this, we might not have 
dared to restate what he had already definitively stated or to contradict him at 
times, forgetting that he had already answered our objections. Besides, we all 
have taken the lower road of polemics and frivolities, leaving him to tackle and 
answer the main question, what is cinema? (Rohmer The Taste for Beauty 105)319 
Rohmer thus admits to the stranglehold of the politique des auteurs on the young Turks at 
Cahiers, and he apologizes for the fact that these rhetorical efforts ultimately sidetracked 
them from addressing the fundamental questions that Bazin valued.  
 
 
                                                       
319 Originally quoted in Cahiers 91, January 1959, Special issue on André Bazin. 
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Japanese cinema holds a prominent role at Cannes 
 Shortly after the exchange between Luc Moullet and André Bazin, some of the 
films screened during the Cinémathèque Française’s Kurosawa Retrospective were 
shared with the Cannes Film Festival to celebrate its 10th year anniversary. The Homage 
to Kurosawa was an unexpected choice to celebrate the Festival’s tenth year. Prior to the 
official selection of I Live in Fear at Cannes in 1956, Kurosawa’s films had not been 
selected at Cannes. The following year’s inclusion of films from the Retrospective can 
likely be attributed to Henri Langlois’ influence within the film world and admiration for 
Kurosawa’s work. 
 To celebrate its tenth anniversary, the Cannes Festival produced a special 
brochure to list its most important contributions towards the advancement of artistic 
cross-cultural exchange. Denis Marion, a well-established art critic,320 wrote the prologue 
to the brochure, and explained that Cannes “has allowed for films from all nations to 
confront each other and has contributed to the discovery of many masterpieces and a 
variety of national cinemas that would otherwise have remained unknown.”321 Even 
though Rashōmon was discovered at Venice, Marion credits Cannes for introducing 
audiences to Mizoguchi’s Tale Of Genji and to Kinugasa’s Gate of Hell.322 
                                                       
320 Denis Marion, was the General Secretary of the Fédération Internationale de la Presse 
Cinématographique (1946 to 1964), Honorary President (1950 to 1956), Vice-President of 
Foreign Press in Paris, President in 1957.  
321 FIFA 447 B 77, 10 Year Anniversary Gold Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. 
France. July 2, 2015.  
322 FIFA 447 B 77, 10 Year Anniversary Gold Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. 
France. June 15, 2015.  
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 Marion rebuts the two main objections to the inclusion of Japanese films at the 
Festival: first, that Japanese films sent to Cannes were specifically produced to cater to 
Western audiences; and second, that this motivation was proved because the films shown 
at Cannes were not appreciated by Japanese critics. For Marion, these prejudices were 
easy to reject: “Instead of having their eyes opened, some people denied the evidence. 
Particularly in regard to Japan, they claimed that the films were made to order for Juries 
and held in low esteem in their home country.”323 According to Marion,  
the first allegation is obviously untrue: however small the revenue of the film in 
Japanese studios, it still far exceeds any European revenues. The second idea is 
silly: this would not be the first time that foreigners in the role of near-term 
posterity have proven more perspicacious than the country of origin.324   
This explanation is interesting because it demonstrates that the Cahiers critics were not 
alone in leveling accusations of commercialism and pandering to Western taste against 
Kurosawa and the Japanese film industry.  
 Files at the Cinémathèque Française indicate that, in preparation for its 
celebration, Favre Le Bret was in direct communication with Masaichi Nagata, Head of 
Daiei. Le Bret reminded Nagata that “Japan has always participated at the Festival, where 
                                                       
323 In the original French : « Plutôt que d’avoir les yeux dessillés, certains nièrent l’évidence. 
Surtout en ce qui concerne les Japonais, ils prétendirent qu’il s’agissait de bandes fabriquées tout 
exprès à l’usage des jurys et tenues en médiocre estiment dans leur pays d’origine.» FIFA 447 B 
77, 10 Year Anniversary Gold Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. July 2, 2015.  
324 In the original French : « La première allégation est manifestement fausse : si bas soit le prix 
de revient dans les studios nippons, il dépasse de très les loin les recettes européennes. La 
seconde est plaisante : ce ne serait pas la première fois que l’étranger joue ce rôle de postérité 
rapprochée et se montre plus perspicace que le pays d’origine.» FIFA 447 B 77, 10 Year 
Anniversary Gold Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. July 2, 2015.  
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it [has] obtained numerous successes that strongly helped the films of your country shine 
and helped express its thoughts and its aesthetics” (Favre Le Bret, Correspondence).325 In 
addition to informing Nagata that “[t]his year, Japanese cinema will have a dominant role 
during the festival,” Le Bret also asked for Nagata’s assistance with arrangements to have 
“a member of the Imperial Family attend as honorary host at the 10th Festival,” as a 
“positive symbol” of the two countries’ collaboration (Favre Le Bret, Correspondence).326  
 The Cannes Festival’s celebratory brochure included a one-page telegram from 
Daiei, dated 26 February 1957, in which Mr. Nagata praises the Cannes Film Festival, 
“which stimulates and promotes a better artistic and technical global film production, 
demonstrating international goodwill and creating international friendships” and 
expresses his gratitude to the committee for their inclusion of his company’s films.327 
 Three Japanese films, two of them documentaries, were selected in the official 
competition of the Festival. Sadao Imamura’s The Roof of Japan was co-awarded first 
prize for best documentary. The color film was lauded by its production company, Daiei, 
as “bringing forth the width, breadth and depth of the so-called Japanese Alps.”328 
Viewers would be helped to discover “the rugged, furious nature and the primitive life 
carried on in this mountainous area,” still shrouded in a cloud of mystery even to most 
                                                       
325 FIFA 474 B 83, « Dossiers sur la Participation des Pays », Correspondence, Favre Le Bret, 
February 23, 1957. July 1, 2015. 
326 FIFA 474 B 83, « Dossiers sur la Participation des Pays », Correspondence, Favre Le Bret, 
February 23, 1957. July 1, 2015. 
327 The original text reads : «I also profoundly appreciate the unparalleled work and efforts of the 
Festival’s Committee. Wishing the Festival prosperity and growth.” FIFA 447 B 77, 10 Year 
Anniversary Gold Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. July 2, 2015.  
328 The document was published in English and I have not altered the text. FIFR 186 B20. Press 
Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. July 1, 2015. 
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Japanese themselves. “And for the first time, nature’s beauty, together with the on-the-
spot drama of nature, unfolds itself.”329 Critics showed no interest for the winning 
documentary or for Twins in the Class, a documentary directed by Susumu Hani that 
followed the development of identical twin sisters at the University of Tokyo Junior High 
School, analyzing the roles of heredity and environment.330 Likewise ignored was People 
of the Ricefield (Komé), the only Japanese feature-length film to have been selected that 
year.331 According to the marketing materials distributed by the production company 
Toei, People of the Ricefield “depicts the true life of poor people who are half-farmers 
and half-fisherman in a beautiful section of Japan.”332 Hiroshi Okawa, President of Toei, 
hoped that the film “could be a little help in interchanging world culture,” and with this 
vision, he directly addressed Festival goers: “You will follow the story with sympathy 
and response, and I am sure the picturesque scenery of Japanese countryside will give 
your eyes satisfaction.”333 Cahiers’ critics did not take the bait. In the end, their having 
                                                       
329 FIFR 186 B20. Press Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. July 1, 2015. 
330 Completing the so-called “Classroom Trilogy” described by Children in the Classroom and 
Children Who Draw, Twins in the Class. The Harvard Film Archives explains that this film is 
unusual because the director used “a split screen to strikingly visualize the idea of the binary 
embodied by the twins.” Harvard Film Archives « The Films of Susumu Hani.» 
http://hcl.harvard.edu/hfa/films/2013janmar/hani.html. November 14, 2015. 
331 On May 8, the screenings of Twins in the Class and People of the Ricefield were followed by a 
reception hosted by the Japanese Delegation in presence of the Japanese Ambassador to France. 
FIFR 186 B20. Programmation Festival de Cannes 1957. La Cinémathèque Française. July 1, 
2015.  
332 Hiroshi Okawa, President of Toei Motion Picture wrote a letter which was printed in the 10th 
Anniversary booklet. In the letter, he explains that “I have been wishing to exploit the market 
throughout the world and have been doing my best in promoting my purpose of becoming 
friendly to each other by means of motion picture” The film is not reviewed. FIFR 186 B20. Press 
Materials. Dated May 2, 1957. Programmation Festival de Cannes 1957. La Cinémathèque 
Française. July 1, 2015.  
333 FIFA 448 B77. Programmation Festival de Cannes 1957. La Cinémathèque Française. July 1, 
2015.  
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chosen not to review these Japanese films at Cannes reveals the highly specific focus of 
their critical interest in Japanese cinema: Mizoguchi and Kurosawa. 
 
The Cannes Film Festival celebrates its Tenth Year 
 Bazin was not alone in believing  that cinema was an art that could transcend 
national boundaries. Jean Cocteau, as Honorary President of Cannes’ 10th year 
Anniversary, similarly expressed how proud he was to be involved in an international 
cultural event that “went way beyond the awards, and proved that human collaborations 
were possible.”334 Cocteau believed that cinema was a pathway for global cultural 
exchange and that, in a “world [that] is suffering from Babelism,”335 the Cannes Film 
Festival was “a microcosm of what the world could be if all of mankind could interact 
directly and speak the same language.”336 
 The trouble for the Cannes Film Festival was that the budding critics at Cahiers 
were not simply enraged against the ‘cinema of quality,’ but also blamed the majority of 
cinematic institutions, like film studios and film festivals, for providing a structure that 
was contributing to the decline of cinema. Cahiers’ critics often voiced their disapproval 
of the awards and film selection, particularly towards Cannes, their native film festival. It 
is therefore interesting to notice that in the same year, 1957, that the Cannes Festival 
                                                       
334 FIFA 474 B 83, Festival de Cannes 1957, July 1 1957. Cocteau had travelled to Japan in 1930.  
335 FIFA 447 B 77, 10 Year Anniversary Gold Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. 
France. July 2, 2015.  
336 In the original French : « Le Festival est un no man’s land, un microcosme de ce que serait le 
monde si les hommes pouvaient prendre des contacts directs et parler la même langue. » FIFA 
447 B 77, 10 Year Anniversary Gold Brochure. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. July 
2, 2015.  
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collaborated with the Cinémathèque Française to pay tribute to Akira Kurosawa and 
screened his 1951 film The Idiot,337 François Truffaut devoted a lengthy article in Arts to 
denouncing Cannes’ 10th year anniversary (Arts 620, May 22-28, 1957). 
 Despite the Cannes Film Festival’s efforts to promote its cultural and artistic 
contribution to the cinematographic scene, Cahiers’ young Turks remained leery of the 
organization’s intentions. The title of Truffaut’s article in Arts condemned Cannes as “a 
failure dominated by compromise, scheming, and faux-pas.”338 In Truffaut’s opinion, the 
Tenth Cannes Film Festival must be termed a “failure,” because in its aftermath the word 
‘award’ will no longer mean anything in the case of Cannes”; its organizers were corrupt 
and influenced by “too many considerations of diplomacy, industry, friendship, etc.” 
(Arts 620, May 22-28, 1957).339 In other words, “the Cannes Film Festival is organized 
and managed by people who do not love cinema”(Arts 620, May 22-28, 1957),340 and 
these bureaucrats are incapable of selecting or rewarding films and directors who advance 
                                                       
337 The Idiot (Hakuchi) is Kurosawa’s film adaptation of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s nineteenth 
century novel The Idiot. The film was screened on May 9. FIFR 186 B20. Programmation 
Festival de Cannes 1957. La Cinémathèque Française. July 1, 2015.  
338 In the original French : « Cannes : un échec dominé par les compromis, les combines et les 
faux pas »May 22-28, 1957).   
339 In the original French : « Il y a échec parce que le mot « palmarès » ne signifiera plus rien 
lorsqu’il s’agira de celui de Cannes dans la rédaction duquel interviennent trop de considérations 
diplomatiques, industrielles, amicales, etc. » (Arts 620, “Cannes: Un échec dominé par les 
compromis, les combines et les faux pas” May 22-28, 1957).   
340 In the original French : « Le Festival de Cannes est organisé et dirigé par des personnages qui 
n’aiment pas le cinéma. M. Favre Le Bret, « celui qui tire les ficelles », secrétaire général de 
l’Opéra de Paris, délégué général du Festival, est devenu producteur de film. Quel est son dernier 
chef d’œuvre ? Le Souffle du désir, réalisé par Henri Lepage, l’auteur de Pas de pitié pour les 
caves ! » (Arts 620, “Cannes: Un échec dominé par les compromis, les combines et les faux pas” 
May 22-28, 1957). 
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the art of cinema.341 Interestingly, Truffaut’s list of grievances against Favre Le Bret (the 
individual whom he held personally responsible for the Festival’s failure) included a 
mention of Kurosawa’s The Idiot.342 Truffaut accused Le Bret of catering to the interests 
of his corporate constituents by manipulating the scheduling of film screenings, choosing 
a biased jury, and preventing “Henri Langlois from screening the films for the ‘Homage 
to Kurosawa’ in their entirety” (Arts 620, May 22-28, 1957).343 
Truffaut claimed that “almost all [his] colleagues” shared his feelings, but “not all 
of them can write” such critical opinions because “inasmuch as journalists are invited by 
the Festival’s management — or should I say, journalists are tolerated more than 
welcomed — they don't want to be taken off next year’s list” (Arts 620, May 22-28, 
                                                       
341 Truffaut was particularly outraged that Favre Le Bret, the Cannes Film Festival organizer, “the 
one who pulls the strings,” was somehow involved with the production of the film Le Souffle du 
désir (1958), a romantic comedy directed by Henri Lepage (Arts 620, “Cannes: Un échec dominé 
par les compromis, les combines et les faux pas” May 22-28, 1957). 
342 «[Favre Le Bret is] the one who tried, directly or indirectly, to squeeze Robert Bresson’s A 
Man Escaped out of the competition by scheduling it in the afternoon; it is he who cleared the 
Croisette forty-eight hours before the end of the festival by forcing the screening on the last night 
of a Sissi film that no one was interested in; (…) it’s he who was the driving force behind the 
composition of a particularly incompetent Jury;  and finally, it’s he who caused stars to desert the 
Festival by clumsily handing it over to the Americans.” In the original French : « Je tiens M. 
Favre Le Bret pour responsable de l’échec du Festival cette année, car c’est lui qui, directement 
ou indirectement, a tenté d’évincer de la compétition Un Condamné à mort s’est échappé [Robert 
Bresson] en le programmant l’après-midi ; c’est lui qui a vidé la Croisette quarante huit heures 
avant la fin des festivités en imposant, le dernier soir un Sissi qui n’intéressait personne ; (…) 
c’est lui qui a suscité la composition d’un jury particulièrement incompétent ; c’est lui, enfin, qui 
a causé la désertion des vedettes en livrant maladroitement le Festival aux Américains. » (Arts 
620, “Cannes: Un échec dominé par les compromis, les combines et les faux pas” May 22-28, 
1957). 
343 In the original French : « C’est lui encore qui a empêché Henri Langlois de projeter 
intégralement les films de « L’Hommage à Kurosawa » » (Arts 620, May 22-28, 1957). 
The Idiot was originally filmed as a two-part production, running 265 minutes. Only the first part, 
truncated to 166 minutes, was shown at Cannes. FIFR 186 B20. Programmation Festival de 
Cannes 1957. La Cinémathèque Française. July 1, 2015.   
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1957).344 Truffaut’s commentary must have touched a nerve because this article 
eventually got him banned from obtaining a press pass to attend the following year’s 
Cannes film festival as a journalist. For Truffaut, the "Kurosawa Retrospective" was 
noteworthy only because it provided grist for his item-by-item denunciation of Cannes’ 
commercially driven ambitions. Once again, Kurosawa was used as ammunition for the 
politique des auteurs. In addition, instead of promoting Kurosawa’s diversified body of 
work, the Kurosawa Retrospective created a divide at Cahiers, and left Bazin 
standing alone to defend Kurosawa’s worthiness. With Bazin’s death soon approaching, 
there would be no one left fighting for Kurosawa, and Mizoguchi would rise as the sole 
Japanese director to be showered with accolades. 
 
                                                       
344 In the original French : « Le sentiment que ce Dixième Festival de Cannes se solde par un 
échec est partagé par presque tous mes confrères, mais tous ne peuvent l’écrire : les journalistes 
étant « invités » par la direction du Festival—à vrai dire tolérés plutôt qu’accueillis—il ne s’agit 
pas d’être « rayé de la liste » l’année prochaine ! » (Arts 620, “Cannes: Un échec dominé par les 
compromis, les combines et les faux pas” May 22-28, 1957).   
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CHAPTER SIX 
1957: Eric Rohmer takes the lead at Cahiers and gives Mizoguchi Center Stage 
 
 On the heels of discrediting Kurosawa and emphasizing the failure of his two 
films Drunken Angel and Living, the critics at Cahiers continued to “place emphasis on 
the director” (Rohmer 152). Rohmer began film criticism at La Revue du Cinéma with 
Jean-Georges Auriol as early as 1948 (Crisp “Eric Romher” 2). He was one of the first at 
Cahiers —along with Jacques Rivette — to theorize about mise en scène and present his 
“school” with his choices of Renoir, Rossellini, and Hitchcock in September 1953 
(Cahiers 26, “Des Trois Films d’une Certaine École”). Rohmer then consolidated his 
arguments into a five-part series, “Celluloid and Marble” (published in Cahiers 44, 49, 
51, 52, 53 throughout 1955), to explain his theory of cinematic realism and its ideological 
underpinnings. While Rohmer was a disciple of Bazin, his theory differed from Bazin’s 
in that, for Rohmer, the camera was inherently objective and could therefore reveal 
beauty and truth. Rohmer developed his aesthetic judgment based on a Western concept 
of beauty where the material and the spiritual worlds were linked.345 Beauty was seen as 
the expression of all that is true and divine; in other words, it renders a mystical vision 
and experience of God.  
 In “Celluloid and Marble,” Rohmer compares cinema (“celluloid”) to other art 
forms, such as music and painting, in order to construct an argument for the absolute 
sovereignty of cinema over the other arts. Rohmer contended that cinema was the only 
                                                       
345 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/beauty/ 
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medium that could go beyond simply representing reality: “the cinema is not, as has often 
been claimed, ‘the art of the present,’ but rather is more suited than painting, words, 
musical notations, or even marble to capturing the eternal essence of things” (Crisp “Eric 
Rohmer” 5). In Rohmer’s view, the mysterious “eternal essence of things” reflects an 
undeniable beauty, which cinema has the power to reveal. The role of the critic, therefore, 
was to grasp that essence and convince his audience of those truths.  
  Rohmer’s film theory was also shaped by his belief in cultural particularism and 
in the supremacy of Western arts and the “dogme des grandes nations créatrices.”346 At 
the time, Rohmer was a fervent classicist, a self admitted “old Aristotelian” (Cahiers 121, 
“Le goût de la beauté,” 20)347 and who argued that only Western art could access beauty 
and truth. Non-westerners, on the other hand, could only emulate and adopt them. Later 
in his career, Rohmer would distance himself from these reductive viewpoints.348 
 
 Rohmer joined the young Turks at Cahiers and defended Hitchcock, Hawks, 
Renoir and Rossellini. However, he was actually ten years older than the rest of the group 
and a well-established, respected critic: he taught high school literature, had published a 
book (de Baecque “Godard” 54-56), and had directed two shorts. Rohmer was therefore 
                                                       
346 De Baecque, Antoine, and Noël Herpe. Biographie d’Éric Rohmer. Paris, France: Stock, 2014.  
347 In the original French : « Un vieil aristotélicien. » Artistole defined beauty as « occurring when 
all parts work together in harmony so that no one part draws unjust attention to itself » 
Krivojapic-Knezevic, Marija, and Aleksandra Nikcevic-Batricevic, eds. The Beauty of 
Convention: Essays in Literature and Culture. Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2014. Print : 202. 
348 To be fair to Rohmer, he always refused to re-publish or translate his articles, and he did not 
want his five-part series “Celluloid and Marble” (1955) to be translated or included in the first 
English-language collection of English translation of his writings. Rickman, Gregg. “Review of 
The Taste for Beauty.” Edited by Eric Rohmer and Carol Volk. Film Quarterly 44, no. 4 (1991): 
50.  
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in the unique position of “incontestable authority” (de Baecque Eric Rohmer and Arts 70-
71) vis-à-vis his younger colleagues at Cahiers. Rohmer was regularly involved in 
attacking Positif,349 and had participated in the roundtable that discussed the politque des 
auteurs in Cahiers 63 (September 1956). His prominent role and involvement at Arts and 
Cahiers increased as Rivette and Truffaut were busy filming, and Bazin was facing his 
health challenges. By February 1957, Rohmer symbolically described his role at the 
journal as “guardian” of the young Turks’ “goals” (Cahiers 68). Rohmer was appointed 
as Cahiers’ Editor-in-Chief in June 1957 (Eric Rohmer and Arts 70-71).350 The fact that 
he became increasingly involved in positioning Mizoguchi as an auteur demonstrated his 
belief that Mizoguchi’s work, like Hitchcock’s or Rossellini’s, embodied the aspects of 
mise en scène he and the Turks were looking for.351 
 Additionally, they implemented the politique des auteurs, creating a series of 
articles to argue that Mizoguchi was the absolute master of his art. At that point, the 
young Turks had already expressed their preference for Mizoguchi, and a new impetus 
for celebrating his oeuvre was provided by the commercial release of two of his films: A 
Story from Chikamatsu in May 1957 and, later that year in October, Street of Shame. 
  
 Eric Rohmer reviewed A Story from Chikamatsu twice, once for Arts (Arts 621, 
29 May-4 June, 1957) and, two months later, for Cahiers, in a slightly longer, revised 
                                                       
349 Cahiers 61, July 1956 and Cahiers 65, November 1956.  
350 De Baecque notes reveals that Rohmer was also a very close friend to François Truffaut, who 
assisted him in becoming an active journalist at Arts during Truffaut’s tenure as Cinema Editor 
from 1956-1959 (Eric Rohmer at Arts, 68). 
351 Rohmer’s first sided with the young Turks against Bazin in regards to Kanikosen for Arts 20-
26 February, 1957.  
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version of the Arts article (Cahiers 73, July 1957).352 Prior to its May 15, 1957 Parisian 
release, A Story from Chikamatsu had been selected at the Cannes Film Festival in May 
1955. At the time, André Bazin had expressed his admiration for the film in Cahiers’ 
48th issue. In turn, Kyrou at Positif had responded by criticizing Mizoguchi’s one-scène, 
one-shot sequence signature style and asserting that “no good cinema could come without 
close-ups” (Positif 14-15, November 1955).  
 Rohmer’s involvement in the Kurosawa/Mizoguchi debate reflects his 
increasingly dominant role at Cahiers and demonstrates the importance of the debate over 
Japanese cinema, now involving all of the players in the polemics. To date, Rohmer had 
not really shown any interest in Japanese cinema. His cultural elitist viewpoints were 
already visible in an article “La Revanche de l’Occident” in March 1953 (Cahiers 21). 
He briefly mentioned Gate of Hell in his article “Of Taste and Color,” published in Arts 
on March 1956 (Arts 59). But the May 1957 reviews of A Story from Chikamatsu marked 
the first occasion on which Rohmer used Mizoguchi to dive into his dialectics of Cinema.  
 
 A glimpse at the titles of Rohmer’s two 1957 articles on Mizoguchi allows us to 
appreciate the ways in which Rohmer developed his arguments to position the Young 
Turks’ most favored Japanese director as one of the great masters of the screen. The 
titles, “The Real Japanese Cinema” (Arts 621, 29 May-4 June, 1957) and “The Universal 
Nature of Genius” (Cahiers 73, July 1957), combine to establish Mizoguchi’s work as 
                                                       
352 Rohmer arrived at Cahiers at the magazine’s third issue. He had also reviewed the book 
Guiglaris published in 1956 (Cahiers 60). At the time, Rivette and Truffaut are busy filming and 
Bazin is sick.  
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incomparably dominant in both Japanese national and international arenas. By naming his 
article, “The Real Japanese Cinema,” Rohmer also showed explicit solidarity with his 
colleague, Luc Moullet, who had concluded his scathing article of Kurosawa’s Living 
with the assertion that “the real Japanese cinema must be elsewhere” (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 260).  
 However, compared to Moullet’s article, which focused solely on attacking 
Kurosawa, the scope of Rohmer’s article is much broader. Rohmer does not waste any 
time comparing Mizoguchi to Kurosawa or criticizing Kurosawa. Instead, Rohmer uses 
Mizoguchi’s films to further his meta-cinematic commentary. As T. Jefferson Kline 
suggests, through the politique des auteurs, the young Turks were not simply reviewing a 
film, but rather proposing “a theory about the nature and possibilities of the medium 
itself” (Unraveling Cinema 121). Rohmer’s larger meta-cinematic commentary on 
Mizoguchi’s work would be supported and taken up by his colleagues at Cahiers in the 
immediately following years (see Chapter 7). 
 
« A Story from Chikamatsu, The Real Japanese Cinema » 
 Rohmer’s article for Arts is first and foremost an apology. He explains the factors 
that had initially hindered his ability to recognize Mizoguchi as an inspirational genius. 
To defend his first misguided judgment of Mizoguchi, Rohmer begins his article with the 
now accepted idea that Japanese cinema was both too diverse and not well enough 
distributed in France for critics to properly assess its value. Rohmer explains that the 
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sample of Japanese films they have successively seen do not have much in common,353 
and concludes that this lack of commonality amongst the films made it difficult for him 
to assess this national cinema as a whole. For Rohmer, films such as “The Cannery Boat 
(Yamamura) and even Darkness at Noon (Imai), were disappointing”; however, the 
release of A Story from Chikamatsu allowed him to validate what he and his colleagues 
already thought: “Japanese cinema is like ours [French cinema]. It is only as good as its 
directors: some are appalling, others just barely decent, and ultimately, there are only a 
rare few that are excellent” (Arts 621, 29 May-4 June, 1957).354 Rohmer is defending the 
idea of auteurs, and suggesting that he and the young Turks have now seen enough 
Japanese films to make accurate distinctions. In Rohmer’s opinion, he can credibly 
proclaim that, in his last category of rare excellence, the recently deceased Kenji 
Mizoguchi, considered by his own country as its greatest director, “should be placed at 
the top of the list” (Arts 621, 29 May-4 June, 1957).355 In reality, however, the number of 
Japanese films that were released at festivals far exceeds the number that Cahiers 
actually reviewed: this group of critics did not make enormous efforts to see a variety of 
Japanese films, and they tended selectively toward films from directors whose name they 
knew or films that had been positively reviewed by their competitors. 
                                                       
353 In the original French : « Les films japonais se succèdent et ne se ressemblent pas » (Arts  621, 
29 May-4 June, 1957). 
354 In the original French: « Si les Bateaux de l’enfer et même Ombres en pleins jours nous ont 
déçus, la sortie des Amants Crucifiés vient confirmer ce que nous pensions déjà. Il en est du 
cinéma nippon comme du nôtre. Il vaut ce que valent ses metteurs en scènes: les uns sont 
exécrables, les autres tout juste honnêtes, quelques rares, enfin, excellents » (Arts 621, 29 May-4 
June 1957). 
355 In the original French : « Parmi ces derniers, il convient de placer au tout premier rang celui 
qui fut considéré, d’ailleurs, comme le plus grand en son pays, et qui comme on sait, est mort il y 
a quelque mois : Kenji Mizoguchi » (Arts  621, 29 May-4 June 1957). 
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 To justify recognition of Mizoguchi as a uniquely gifted Japanese director, 
Rohmer contends that the very nature of cinema is to be “an art of movement and, above 
all, of gesture” (Arts 621, 29 May-4 June, 1957).356 Consequently, Rohmer argues that it 
is more challenging for cinema “to find an original expression in a civilization [Japan] 
where gestures are fixed by meticulous tradition.”357 In Rohmer’s view, Japanese culture 
is embedded in a long history of formal traditions and “hieratic attitudes” that can 
somehow hinder innovative artistic expression. Rohmer states that, unlike the less 
inventive majority of his compatriots, Mizoguchi “has managed to take some distance” 
from his culture. (Arts 621, May 25- 4 June, 1957).358 At the same time, according to 
Rohmer, the beauty of Mizoguchi’s work also lies in its imperviousness to Western 
concepts and conventions: he is “not in the least influenced by our rhetoric, our concepts 
of ‘suspense,’ and everything in A Story of Chikamatsu, including the composition of the 
narrative, exhibits utter clarity” (Arts 621, 25 May-4 June, 1957).359 Overall, Rohmer 
found that, despite a few clumsy frames, sequences such as the “fall in the dusty 
mountainous path and the “embrace in the boat as it slowly pivots on the calm waters of 
                                                       
356 In the original French : « Art du mouvement et surtout du geste » (Arts  621, 29 May-4 June 
1957). 
357 In the original French : « Le cinéma a plus de peine à trouver une expression originale dans 
une civilisation où les gestes sont fixés par une minutieuse tradition » (Arts 621, 29 May-4 June 
1957). 
358 In the original French: « Devant ces attitudes hiératiques, Mizoguchi a su observer ce recul que 
la plupart de ses compatriotes, moins inventifs, ne parviennent pas à prendre » (Arts 621, 29 May-
4 June 1957). 
359 In the original French : « Les visages enfin, les regards trahissent ici, plus que dans O’Haru, 
cette flamme intérieure, qui, même contenue, me paraît devoir brûler sous tous les climats. [One 
word is missing in the original printed article] n’est pas jusqu’à la composition même du récit qui, 
sans s’inspirer nullement de notre rhétorique, de notre conception du « suspense », ne soit ici 
d’une entière clarté » (Arts 621, 25 May- 4 June, 1957). 
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the lake […] testify to an extremely personal art” (Arts 621, 25 May – 4 June, 1957).360 
Mizoguchi is sufficiently detached from the substantive provicialism and traditional 
semiotics of Japanese ethos to reveal something emotional and personal that exceeds it. 
  
 In a continuation of this line of cultural criticism, Rohmer explains that 
Mizoguchi’s “inventiveness,” although less immediately apparent than in European or 
American films, is “nonetheless astonishingly rich.”361 This statement not only betrays 
cultural bias; it is also self-serving. Rohmer’s argument in favor of Mizoguchi actually 
serves to position the reviewer himself (and his like-minded colleagues) as unique and 
extraordinary critics, endowed with a superior ability to identify directorial talent better 
than other, less discerning viewers and critics. Celebrating an auteur — in this case, 
Mizoguchi — is ultimately an exercise in self-promotion where critics praise their own 
discerning tastes and judgments and argue for their visionary stands. Rohmer himself 
explained that his methodology for the “critique des beautés” no longer makes a 
distinction between lasting books and ephemeral films, but instead centers around lasting 
criticism: 
It is perfectly natural that the art critic act a bit like a prophet as his role is to 
advise a ranking. Same thing goes for the literary critic: his readers are grateful 
that they do not burden their bookshelves with works that will not be read again. 
But the film critic does not need to look to the future, because this future, most 
                                                       
360 In the original French : « Cette chute dans la poussière du sentier montagneux, cette étreinte 
dans la barque qui pivote lentement sur l’eau calme du lac témoignent, malgré quelque mollesse 
de cadrage, d’un art extrêmement personnel » (Arts 621, 25 May-4 June, 1957).  
361 In the original French : « Bien que moins discernable à première vue que dans les films 
européens ou américains, son invention n’en est pas moins d’une richesse étonnante » (Arts 621, 
29 May-4 June 1957). 
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often, does not exist and film is a fleeting show that he will not be able to refer to, 
and his audience will be able to see again” (Cahiers 121, 18).362 
  
Rohmer is advocating for the film critic as a prophet and arbiter of taste. Like Bazin, 
Rohmer searched for films where the auteur, through his mise en scène, could reveal the 
sub specie aeternitatis beauty of the world.363 
 One of the elements of mise en scène was the director’s approach to directing his 
actors on screen. Rohmer argues that, if Mizoguchi’s use of very “few actors” reminds 
him of other highly respected directors such as “Lang, Sternberg, even Aldrich (the best 
of them all),” it is because “all roads lead to abstraction.”364 Rohmer informs readers that 
his cinematic ideal of abstraction is, “paradoxically, the last of the virtues to which the 
average Japanese film can lay claim.”365 The particular way in which unity is attained in 
A Story from Chikamatsu remains rather vague at this point in Rohmer’s article. He does 
make a case for Mizoguchi’s universalism when he explains: “the faces and expressions 
in this film reveal here, more than in O’Haru, an interior fire, which, even when it is 
                                                       
362 In the original French : « Il est normal que le critique d’art fasse un peu le prophète, puisque 
son rôle est de conseiller un placement. Même chose pour le critique littéraire, ses lecteurs lui 
sachant gré de ne pas encombrer leurs bibliothèques d’ouvrages qu’on ne relit pas. Mais le 
critique cinématographique n’a pas à s’occuper de regarder l’avenir, puisque cet avenir, le plus 
souvent, n’existe pas et que le film est un spectacle éphémère qu’il n’aura plus l’occasion de citer, 
ni son public de revoir » (Cahiers 121, July 1961 « Le goût de la beauté », 18. 
363 Rohmer uses Spinoza’s Latin phrase, typically translated as « in its universal, eternal form or 
nature» in his article « Le goût de la beauté » 18.  
364 In the original French : « Si le peu de ses acteurs rappelle, par l’esprit, Lang, Sternberg, voire 
Aldrich (le meilleur), c’est que toutes les routes mènent à l’abstraction » (Arts 621, 25 May- 4 
June, 1957). 
365 In the original French : « Or, l’abstraction, cette fameuse abstraction atteinte dans le 
« kabouki », et dont Eisenstein a revendiqué l’influence, est, paradoxalement, la dernière des 
vertus dont les ordinaires films japonais peuvent se faire gloire” (Arts 621, 25 May- 4 June, 
1957). 
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contained, it seems to me, must burn in all climates” (Arts 621, 25 May-4 June, 1957).366 
Rohmer views Mizoguchi as a brilliant metteur-en-scène because he is able to express the 
interior flame of passion that lies just beneath his abstraction. Mizoguchi seizes 
movements of the soul by allowing his actors and the film’s action to reveal truthful and 
genuine human emotions: “we enter into each of the hero’s feelings, because each of 
them always corresponds to a real behavior” (Arts 621, 25 May – 4 June, 1957).367, 
Rohmer finds that the Kabuki-inspired understated gestures of Mizoguchi’s actors “bring 
out all the better the intensity of a passion that is determined to last beyond death. 
Perhaps this idea, beautiful at all times and places, is more lyrically and tragically 
expressed in Kwei-Fei, but the attention to detail seems greater here” (Arts 621, 25 May- 
4 June, 1957).368 Mizoguchi’s approach to the film’s time, its peculiar rhythm and the 
actors’ compelling performance, create a unity that allows a natural adhesion from the 
viewer.   
 
 “The Universal Nature of Genius” 
 Rohmer’s follow-up article on A Story from Chikamatsu in Cahiers’ July 1957 
issue repeats many of the same ideas and holds a similarly dual purpose: on the one hand, 
                                                       
366 In the original French : « Les visages enfin, les regards trahissent ici, plus que dans O’Haru, 
cette flamme intérieure, qui, même contenue, me paraît devoir brûler sous tous les climats. [One 
word is missing in the original printed article] n’est pas jusqu’à la composition même du récit qui, 
sans s’inspirer nullement de notre rhétorique, de notre conception du « suspense », ne soit ici 
d’une entière clarté» (Arts 621, 25 May- 4 June, 1957). 
367 In the original French : « Nous entrons dans chacun des sentiments des héros, parce qu’à 
chacun correspond toujours à une attitude vraie » (Arts 621, 25 May-4 June, 1957).  
368 In the original French: « La pudeur des gestes ne fait que mieux ressortir l’intensité d’une 
passion qui a décidé de durer au-delà de la mort. Peut-être dans Kwei-Fei cette idée, belle en tout 
temps et en tout lieux, est-elle exprimée avec plus de lyrisme, plus de tragique encore, mais le 
soin du détail paraît ici plus grand » (Arts 621, 25 May-4 June, 1957).  
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it serves as an apology on Rohmer’s part for his earlier inattention to Japanese cinema, 
and, on the other; it serves as a confirmation of the young Turks’ veneration of 
Mizoguchi. As though issuing a call to arms, Rohmer actively encourages the practice of 
the politique des auteurs by demanding that, « in regards to Japan, let’s also learn how to 
apply a “politique des auteurs” (Cahiers 73, 48).369  
 In the first part of the article, Rohmer lays out the reasons that led him to change 
his point of view on Japanese cinema. As he had in the Arts article, he positions Japan as 
a nation whose cinematographic production has historically cast doubt on its intentions 
and rendered judging its qualities difficult. The disparity in quality among the films that 
had been screened at European festivals cast a shadow over the reputation of Japanese 
cinema. Rohmer therefore asks:  
Do we know the real Japanese cinema? That is the question we have legitimately 
been able to ask ourselves for a while now. After all, weren’t the works shown at 
festivals perhaps only products made especially for export? But wouldn't that 
assume a lot of cunning on the part of Japanese directors?  It would be just as 
accurate to say that the films sent to festivals were the least debatably world-class.  
(Cahiers 73, July 1957, 46).370 
                                                       
369 In the original French: « En ce qui concerne le Japon, sachons appliquer aussi, une ‘politique 
des auteurs’ »  (Cahiers 73, 48). 
370 In the original French : « Connaissons-nous le vrai cinéma japonais ? Telle est la question que 
nous avons pu légitimement nous poser un certain temps. Après tout, les œuvres présentées dans 
les festivals n’étaient-elles, peut-être, que des produits fabriqués spécialement pour l’exportation. 
Mais n’est-ce pas là supposer chez les cinéastes nippons beaucoup de rouerie? On peut non moins 
justement exprimer la réalité en disant que les films envoyés en Europe possédaient la classe 
internationale la moins discutable » (Cahiers 73, July 1957, 46).  
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Rohmer then asks whether this indeterminacy might be inherent to film criticism. Is there 
actually a right or a wrong way to understand a film? Hence, “the question remains as to 
whether we understand as we should the films that we now have a chance to see?” 
(Cahiers 73, 46).371 Rohmer likens cinema to music: viewers can be as well trained by 
habit as listeners to discern initially imperceptible “nuances”; and ignorance of some 
cinematic “keys” should not hold us back any more than “not knowing the theoretical 
laws of harmony gets in the way of enjoying a musical work” (Cahiers 73, 46).372 
Music’s long-standing claim to be the, universal language enables Rohmer’s comparison 
between sister arts to forward the same claim on behalf of cinema: “even though cinema 
can have a thousand diverse faces, is a no less universal language than music.”373 It is 
“with these ideas in mind,” Rohmer explains to his readers, that he had allowed himself 
“last year, to judge Japanese film production in its entirety quite harshly,” because he 
“disliked a language that was both too shy and too deliberately flashy” (Cahiers 73, 
46).374 Rohmer was not able to appreciate Japanese films because he could not reconcile 
the opposite tendencies he found within each film: “Japanese directors seemed to me like 
                                                       
371 In the original French: « Reste à savoir, maintenant, si nous comprenons comme il convient, 
les œuvres que nous avons l’occasion de voir? » (Cahiers 73, July 1957, 46). 
372 In the original French: « Certaines nuances, sans doute, nous échappent-elles, mais d’une part, 
l’habitude à tôt fait de nous les rendre perceptibles, d’autre part, l’ignorance de certaines clefs ne 
doit vraisemblablement pas plus nous gêner que la méconnaissance des lois théoriques de 
l’harmonie n’empêche de goûter une œuvre musicale. Traitons donc ce second scrupule aussi 
cavalièrement que le premier » (Cahiers 73, July 1957, 46). 
373 In the original French : « Lorsqu’il s’agit d’un kabouki, sans doute est-il besoin, à qui veut le 
goûter d’un minimum d’initiation, mais le cinéma, s’il peut prendre mille visages divers est un 
langage non moins universel que la musique (Cahiers 73, 46).  
374 In the original French : « Fort de ce principe, je m’étais permis l’an dernier, en réponse à 
certaine préface hyperbolique, de porter un jugement assez sévère sur la production 
cinématographique japonaise, dans son ensemble. Ce que je lui reprochais était d’employer un 
langage à la fois trop timide et trop volontairement clinquant » (Cahiers 73, 46).  
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people who vacillate between stylistic extremes: they use Louis Feuillade’s375 uncouth 
style during the weekdays and pretend to be D.W. Griffith on the weekends.”376  
 Having conceded that his first impressions of Japanese cinema were incorrect, 
Rohmer can now discuss the qualities he has since discovered in Mizoguchi’s mise en 
scène and persuade Cahiers’ readers of the Japanese director’s ultimate genius. To this 
end, Rohmer reverts to arguments that are deeply rooted in biased cultural criticism. He 
assumes as a matter of fact that Japan gives less importance “than we do here” to 
personality, or that the “Far Eastern lifestyle,” even today, “is less photogenic than ours” 
(Cahiers 73, 46-47).377 These commentaries are interesting only in that they help illustrate 
the paradox inherent in Rohmer’s critical positions. On the one hand, he considers 
cinema to belong to the Western heritage and does not shy away from theories of cultural 
particularism. On the other hand, he believes that cinema is an art that can transcend 
these cultural barriers and exemplify a universal aesthetic ideal. In Rohmer’s view “it 
doesn’t matter to us whether the auteur of A Story from Chikamatsu is or isn’t the most 
Japanese of the Japanese, because he appears, despite this, to be the most universal” 
                                                       
375 Louis Feuillade (1873-1925) was a prolific French director of the silent era and one of the 
earliest critic to attempt to align cinéma with other arts. His filmography includes the crime series 
Fantômas, Vampires (Hayward 84, 89). 
376 D.W. Griffith (1875-1948) was a prolific American director of the silent era. His 
filmmography includes Birth of a Nation and Intolerance. In the original French : « Les Japonais 
m’apparaissaient comme des gens qui, usant toute la semaine d’une syntaxe aussi frustre que 
celle de Feuillade, s’amusaient le dimanche, à jouer aux Griffith » (Cahiers 73, 46).  
377 In the original French : « laissent, à priori, une part moins grande que chez nous à la 
personnalité » and « le mode de vie extrême-oriental, ancien et même moderne est moins 
photogénique que le nôtre » (Cahiers 73, 46-47).  
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(Cahiers 73, 47).378 Rohmer cannot say, and he does not actually try to retrace, whether 
Mizoguchi’s national and cultural origins contribute to his art because, ultimately, 
Mizoguchi overcomes these barriers so that they become obsolete and irrelevant to the 
discussion. For Rohmer, Mizoguchi “is not able to affect us so profoundly because he 
plagiarizes  [or copies] the West, but because, having started from so far away, he reaches 
the same concept of the essential” (Cahiers 73, 47).379 Rohmer admires Mizoguchi 
because he creates, animates and manipulates the cinematic world to its fullest expressive 
potential: “with Mizoguchi, we can understand, without an interpreter, the reasons for the 
low bows, the genuflections, the withdrawn expressions, because he has a gift for 
inflecting them based on the rhythm of the action” (Cahiers 73, 47).380 Mizoguchi 
succeeds where others fail to get beyond “local color.” 
 Rohmer describes Mizoguchi’s filming style as seemingly restrained and 
transparent until the director changes the shot in a dramatic and skillful manner: 
His technique is sober: long, general shots, a point of view that’s as objective as 
possible; he likes to play with the decor rather than changing the scene (even 
though with this film [A Story from Chikamatsu], the decor, mostly made up of 
glass partitions, is a little unattractive). Then suddenly, a travelling, astounding in 
its precision and magnitude, like this high angle shot along the wooded mountain. 
(Cahiers 73, 48)381  
                                                       
378 In the original French : « Que l’auteur des Amants Crucifiés soit ou non le plus japonais des 
Japonais, peu nous importe, puisqu’il apparaît, en dépit de cela—ou par cela même—comme le 
plus universel » (Cahiers 73, 47). 
379 In the original French : « S’il nous touche de très près, ce n’est pas parce qu’il démarque 
l’Occident, mais parce que, parti de fort loin, il aboutit à la même conception de l’essentiel » 
(Cahiers 73, 47). 
380 In the original French : « Chez lui, parce qu’il a le don de les infléchir selon le rythme de 
l’action, nous comprenons sans besoin d’interprète, la raison d’être de ces courbettes, ces 
génuflexions, ces regards rentrés qui, chez d’autres, ne sortaient pas du rayon de la couleur 
locale » (Cahiers 73, 47). 
381 In the original French : « Sa technique est sobre : plans longs et généraux, point de vue le plus 
objectif possible ; il aime à jouer plus sur le décor (bien que le présent, fait de cloisons vitrées soit 
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Rohmer also appreciated the score, which was unified and in harmony with the rest of the 
film: “In regards to the sound, the same asceticism: he chooses a dominant “ambiance” 
(for example the gurgling of a fountain), percussion music, which clearly underscores the 
high points in the action” (Cahiers 73, 48).382  
 To illustrate how all of these elements work together to reach a perfect unity, 
Rohmer lingers over the scene where a « woman declares her love to the one who dares 
not speak his love during their passionate embrace in an uncomfortable small boat” 
(Cahiers 73, 47-48).383 Rohmer explains that, in that moment, Mizoguchi pans the camera 
to the “boat slowly drifting on the calm waters of a lake,” and the camera movement 
alone gives the scène its harmony, strength and emotion. Paying Mizoguchi the ultimate 
compliment, Rohmer adds that the shot “could have been signed Murnau384 if it had a 
bolder layout.”385  
 Rohmer mixes metaphors of music and sewing to illustrate how Mizoguchi 
creates his world on screen. Rohmer believed that art was founded on constraint, and 
“what constitutes the essential art of a Mizoguchi is the endless embroidery with which 
                                                       
quelque peu ingrat) que sur le changement de cadre. Puis, brusquement, un travelling, étonnant de 
précision et d’ampleur, comme cette descente de la caméra le long de la montagne boisée » 
(Cahiers 73, 48). 
382 In the original French: « Du côté du son, même ascèse: choix d’une « ambiance » dominante 
(par exemple glou-glou d’une fontaine), musique à percussion, soulignant d’un trait net les 
moments forts de l’action » (Cahiers 73, 48).  
383 In the original French: « Une femme avoue son amour à celui qui n’ose pas se dire amoureux, 
et tandis que passionnément ils s’étreignent dans une barque inconfortable, celle-ci tourne et 
dérive lentement sur l’eau calme d’un lac (Cahiers 73, 47-48). 
384 Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau (1888-1931) was a German director of the silent age who moved to 
America to continue his search for innovation. He was revered by Cahiers’ critics, particularly his 
two films L’Aurore (1927) and Tabou (1930). 
385 In the original French : « Un tel plan—avec toutefois une mise en page plus hardie—aurait pu 
être signé Murnau » (Cahiers 73, 48). 
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he hems this constraint, which is constantly present like a fundamental chord” (Cahiers 
73, 47).386 The idea of harmony takes Rohmer back to his spiritual conception of beauty 
achieved when all parts work together harmoniously and can therefore lead to an 
aesthetic experience of truth. Rohmer explains that, however one chooses to designate 
Mizoguchi’s mise en scène, it is founded on originality and not on replicating any prior 
world:  
Call it abstraction, synthesis, expressionism, no matter the name: if we can evoke 
Lang, Murnau, Dreyer or Bresson in regard to some of [Mizoguchi’s] shots, it is 
because he knows, like them, that the gesture is real only if it is recreated, that the 
truth of art is not the one found in nature or in the second nature that is politeness, 
that most worthy of habits, but also the most arbitrary (Cahiers 73, 47).387  
Through his review of A Story of Chikamatsu, Rohmer is arguing for his vision of 
cinema, an idea he had articulated clearly as early as June 1951 (Cahiers 3):  
Cinema instinctively rejects every perilous detour and reveals a beauty that we 
had ceased to believe was eternal and immediately accessible to all. It surrounds 
the products of our revolt and destruction with happiness and peace. It shows us 
that we have not lost our sensitivity to the sea and the sky, to the most common 
display of great human sentiments. It miraculously makes peace between the form 
and the idea and bathes our eyes, still new, in the even, pure light of classicism. 
(Rohmer 53) 
 
                                                       
386 In the original French : « Et ce sont bien, pour entrer dans le vif du sujet, les infinies broderies 
dont il ourle cette contrainte, constamment présente comme un accord fondamental, qui 
constituent l’essentiel de l’art d’un Mizoguchi » (Cahiers 73, 47). 
387 In the original French : « Appelez cela abstraction, synthèse, expressionnisme, peu importe le 
nom : si l’on peut évoquer, à propos de certains de ses plans Lang, Murnau, Dreyer ou Bresson, 
c’est qu’il sait, comme eux, que le geste n’est vrai que récrée, que la vérité de l’art n’est pas celle 
de la nature, ni même de cette seconde nature qu’est la politesse, la plus estimable, mais la plus 
arbitraire des habitudes » (Cahiers 73, 47).  
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In the same article, Rohmer had defined as “classical” the period when beauty in art and 
beauty in nature seemed to be one and the same (45). To further elucidate the argument 
Rohmer is making about Mizoguchi’s cinema, we can look to the article he wrote a few 
years after the review of Mizoguchi. In “The Taste of Beauty,” Rohmer refined his 
critical stance, replacing his earlier insistence on the terminological centrality of  “mise 
en scène” with a new desire to focus simply on the term “beauty,” which better 
encompassed his mystical conception of the nature of cinema.388 Rohmer contrasts 
cinema with the other arts:      
Cinema, to the contrary, uses methods that are instruments of reproduction, or, if 
you like, of knowledge. In a way, [cinema] possesses the truth from the start and 
proposes beauty as its ultimate end. Thus, beauty, that’s what matters, a beauty 
that does not belong to the cinema but to nature. A beauty that cinema’s mission 
is not to invent, but to discover, to capture like a prey, almost to steal from things. 
(Cahiers 121, 22)389 
 Rohmer’s reverential tone in recounting his experience of watching A Story of 
Chikamatsu and commitment to Mizoguchi did not go unnoticed at Positif. Two months 
after Rohmer acclaimed Mizoguchi’s talent, Gérard Tandonnet disparagingly sneered at 
what he saw as unfounded enthusiasm typical of Cahiers: 
                                                       
388 In the original French : « Beauté – ou beautés- est un concept que je juge, en l’occasion, 
préférable à celui de « mise en scène », d’ordinaire prôné ici même, mais que je ne veux pas, pour 
autant dénoncer » (Cahiers 121, 19). 
389 In the original French : « Le cinéma, au contraire, use des techniques qui sont des instruments 
de reproduction ou, si l’on veut, de connaissance. Il possède, en quelque sorte, la vérité d’emblée 
et se propose la beauté comme fin suprême. Une beauté donc, c’est là l’important, qui n’est point 
à lui, mais à la nature. Une beauté qu’il a la mission, non pas d’inventer, mais de découvrir, de 
capturer comme une proie, presque dérober aux choses » (Cahiers 121, July 1961 : 22). 
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It is so common for the « perfect little critic » to string together platitudinous 
accolades for every Japanese film that I feel like a bit of a philistine in admitting 
that Chikamatsu Monogatari (A Story from Chikamatsu), a Japanese film as its 
name indicates, emits sheer and utter boredom. (Positif 25-26 rentrée 1957)390 
Tandonnet was so bored by the film’s slow pace that, to him, it seemed “to last three 
hours” when in reality, it “only slightly exceeded 90 minutes » (Positif 25-26, 72-73).391 
Apart from its pace, Tandonnet found the film “theatrical, pretentious and disingenuous”; 
it possessed “all the flaws of Japanese cinema” without any of its compensatory virtues.  
(Positif 25-26, 72).392 Tandonnet criticized Mizoguchi for not allowing his story to 
actively denounce social inequalities and instead only vainly (and feebly) denouncing 
“the shameless exploitation of the workers by the rich publisher.”393  
 Tandonnet found the film’s plot even more disappointing, because Mizoguchi 
failed to properly develop “an admirable subject, inspired by a Japanese Shakespeare-like 
play (…) Instead, the director “offers us a bizarre concept of love, entirely made up of 
long dialogues and hesitations” (Positif 25-26, 73).394 Unlike Cahiers’ critics who 
                                                       
390 In the original French: « Il est si habituel au « parfait petit critique » d’aligner sur chaque film 
japonais une guirlande de lieux communs que j’ai un peu l’impression d’être boétien en avouant 
que Chikamatsu Monogatari (Les Amants Crucifiés), film japonais comme son nom l’indique, 
dégage le plus profond des ennuis » (Positif 25-26, 72). 
391 In the original French: « Aussi l’action se traîne-t-elle au point qu’un film paraît durer trois 
heures, qui dépasse à peine ses quatre-vingt-dix minutes » (Positif 25-26, 72-73). 
392 In the original French: « Théâtral, prétentieux et peu sincère, ce film en noir et blanc possède 
tous les défauts du cinéma japonais sans les compenser par aucune de ses admirables qualités » 
(Positif 25-26, 72). 
393 In the original French: « Au lieu de quoi, Mizoguchi, après avoir vainement essayé de fustiger 
(bien faiblement) l’exploitation éhontée des ouvriers par le riche imprimeur (Positif 25-26, 73).  
394 In the original French: « Pourtant, Kenji Mizoguchi disposait d’un sujet admirable, inspiré par 
une pièce de Shakespeare nippon, Chikamatsu (…) [Mizoguchi] nous offre une bizarre 
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devoted no time to the film’s narrative, Tandonnet argued against the way the story was 
treated because it not only felt unrealistic but also, and more importantly, it portrayed an 
“unhealthy” vision of love where the lovers were ultimately destined to fail: 
It feels as though the escape of the non-married couple is unwise and can only end 
badly. Here, the hero does not dare consummate ‘the guilty act’; and the only 
human character, the woman, despite her modesty, finally manages to force his 
hand, after having given him many openings (Positif 25-26, 73).395   
For Tandonnet, “the moral lesson that emanates from all this is highly suspect because it 
demonstrates that a love that is not blessed by society can only end badly and that only 
death can somehow ‘sanctify’ it” (Positif 25-26, 73).396 The criticism extended here is 
directed less towards Mizoguchi than toward the spiritual sensibilities upheld by Cahiers’ 
critics. Tandonnet concludes that by treating the subject matter in such a way, 
Mizoguchi’s film was an exercise in aesthetics that fell flat: “I see only a frantic search 
for beautiful visual images, a search that dries out the film because it is only an end unto 
itself and not a means for Mizoguchi to move us” (Positif 25-26, 73).397 Tandonnet 
                                                       
conception de l’amour, tout entière constituée de longs dialogues et d’hésitations » (Positif 25-26, 
73). 
395 In the original French: « La fuite du couple non marié, a-t-on l’impression, est peu sage et ne 
peu que mal se terminer. Ici, le héros, n’ose pas consommer l’ « acte coupable » et le seul 
personnage humain, la femme, en vient, malgré sa pudeur, à lui forcer la main, après lui avoir 
tendu maintes fois, si l’on peut dire encore, la perche » (Positif 25-26, 73). 
396 In the original French: « La morale qui se dégage de tout cela est éminemment suspecte, 
puisqu’elle nous démontre que l’amour non béni par la société ne peut que mal se terminer et que 
seule la mort peut en quelque sorte le « sanctifier » » (Positif 25-26, 73). 
397 In the original French: « Mais, plutôt qu’une saine conception de l’amour, je ne vois là qu’une 
recherche frénétique de la belle image plastique, recherche qui assèche le film car elle n’est 
qu’une fin en soi et non un moyen pour Mizoguchi d’émouvoir » (Positif 25-26, 73).  
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categorically refuses to endorse Cahiers’ enthusiasm for A Story from Chikamatsu and 
argues: 
For the memory of Mizoguchi, who died last year, it would have been better to let 
these Crucified Lovers398 be, as the film adds nothing, really, to the glory of their 
author. Not that they don’t serve the useful purpose of demonstrating that, despite 
its many masterpieces and the cachet of exoticism, Japanese cinema, like any 
other, can have its weaknesses. (Positif 25-26, 73)399 
That year’s upcoming Venice Film Festival would reinvigorate the polemic and once 
again set Mizoguchi in opposition to Kurosawa.  
 
The 1957 Venice Film Festival 
 Throne of Blood, Kurosawa’s adaptation of Macbeth, was selected in the official 
competition at the 1957 Venice Film Festival. Set in feudal Japan, the film depicts a 
samurai and his ruthless wife who, spurred on by ambition and their insatiable desire for 
power, try to enact the prophecy a sorceress spirit has foretold. The couple kill the 
husband’s lord so that the samurai can become king of the castle, but his arrogance 
eventually gets him killed by his own soldiers.  
                                                       
398 The French title of A Story from Chikamatsu was « Les Amants Crucifiés » which translates to  
« The Crucified Lovers » 
399 In the original French: « Pour la mémoire de Mizoguchi, mort l’an passé, mieux eût valu que 
l’on laissât dormir ces Amants crucifiés qui n’ajoutent rien, vraiment, à la gloire de leur auteur. 
Non qu’il n’aient leur utilité, de montrer qu’en dépit de maints chefs-d’œuvre et que malgré aussi 
les prestiges de l’exotisme, le cinéma japonais peut avoir, tout comme un autre, ses faiblesses » 
(Positif 25-26, 73) 
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 French reviews of Kurosawa’s Japanese Macbeth epitomize the partisanship 
involved in this active period of film criticism. In the same issue of Cahiers where 
Rohmer praises Mizoguchi’s genius, his colleague under the pen name “Y.” reviews A 
Throne of Blood.400 His article begins with a sarcastic commentary on Kurosawa’s use of 
fog as a special effect in the film. “Indeed! So much fog! Apparently, in accordance with 
Japanese customs as elsewhere, fog is necessary to help a sorceress appear, to make a 
warrior uncomfortable, to disguise the unspeakable” (Cahiers 73, 30).401 In Yéfime’s 
opinion, instead of creating an eerie atmosphere, the fog is used so unsparingly that it 
defeats its own purpose.  
 In order to demonstrate the viability of his point of view, Yéfime goes into a 
lengthy explanation of the convention of fog in Japanese scroll prints and how its success 
eventually led to the practice of the swipe in cinema.402 Yéfime then quipped that, 
because Akira Kurosawa “had gathered all the fog in Yamato and in Scotland for his last 
film,” it is strange that Japanese cinema has not yet attempted “to render to the screen one 
of those celebrated e-makimonos” (Cahiers 73, July 1957, 30).403 He asserts that while 
                                                       
400  My research indicates that « Y. » is the pen name of Yéfime Zarjevski, a diplomat and friend 
of Chris Marker. Fabula, atelier littéraire, la collection Petite Planète. Japon (n° 21, 1959) 
http://www.esprit.presse.fr/news/frontpage/news.php?code=232 
401 In the original French : « Oui, que de brouillard ! Il en faut, selon les usages japonais comme 
ceux d’ailleurs, pour aider à l’apparition d’une sorcière, pour mettre mal à l’aise un guerrier, pour 
camoufler à l’innomable (sic). » (Cahiers 73, 30). 
402 In the original French : « Il y a dans l’art de l’e-makimono (peinture sur rouleau) des époques 
Kamakoura à Mouramatchi (XIIe au XVIe siècles) une manière d’utiliser les nuages et la brume 
qui annonce le Fondu enchaîné du cinéma (…) » (Cahiers 73, 30). 
403 In the original French: « Une pareille expérience, Akira Kurosawa aurait dû la tenter, 
cependant qu’il mobilise tous les brouillards de Yamato et d’Ecosse dans son dernier film, Le 
Château de l’Araignée. Il est curieux que le cinéma [Japonais] n’ai pas encore (…) restitué sous 
forme de film un de ces fameux e-makimonos » (Cahiers 73, « Un Macbeth Japonais », July 
1957, 30).  
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the special effect might have been acceptable in principle, it was overused to the point of 
becoming artificial and gimmicky:  “But it gets out of control; and the stuff is worse than 
in London on the worst days, to the point where you think that there is no movie left and 
that we are really only just staring at the whiteness of the screen” (Cahiers 73, 30).404 
After mocking the use of the fog, Yéfime extends what could be seen as olive branch and 
dedicates some time to praise of Kurosawa’s achievements.  
 “To be fair,” Yéfime explains, “there is at least one sublime passage. It’s the 
scène where Lady Macbeth (played by Yamada Isouzou) entreats her husband to kill his 
overlord Banquo” (Cahiers 73, 30-31).405 Isouzou’s character is so eerily cold and 
threatening in that scène that she reminded Yéfime of “women as we see them in the 
aforementioned paintings406 – with long straight hair falling down on a face whose 
whiteness is pierced, oh so cruelly, by the mouth with its painted teeth, that black hole 
from which words gush, spiteful, about the crime” (Cahiers 73, 31).407  
 In Yéfime’s opinion, Isouzou’s orchestrated movements on the set recalled the 
elegance and finesse of Noh Theater. Her Lady Macbeth’s character is austere; she sits 
stoically or moves slowly and methodically about the room, her movements restrained by 
her kimono. Likewise, when she washes her hands of the blood of the murder at the end 
                                                       
404 In the original French : « Mais on en perd le contrôle, et la matière en devient pire qu’à 
Londres aux plus mauvais jours, au point qu’on se dit qu’il n’y a plus de film et que c’est la 
blancheur de l’écran qu’on scrute vainement » (Cahiers 73, 30). 
405 In the original French : « Rendons-lui toutefois justice : il y a dans ce film au moins un passage 
sublime. C’est la scène où Lady Macbeth (interprétée par Yamada Isouzou) conjure son époux de 
tuer son suzerain Banquo » (Cahiers 73, 31). 
406 In his explanation of Japanese scroll print, Yéfime describes some e-makimono. 
407 In the original French : « L’actrice est telle qu’on voit les femmes des peintures précitées, ses 
longs cheveux lisses retombant sur un visage d’une blancheur que troue alors, combien 
cruellement, la bouche aux dents peintes—trou noir d’où jaillissent les mots—vipères du crime » 
(Cahiers 73, 31). 
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of the scene, a gesture that is repeated later in the film when she is overcome by guilt, she 
demonstrates “a dramatic eloquence” because she maintains restraint. Yéfime disliked, 
however, the contrast between the two characters’ acting in this scene, and he traced the 
differences back to those between Noh and Kabuki Theater.  
 In contrast to his wife’s, Macbeth’s behavior is erratic, unrestrained, and the 
camera simulates his unrest as it follows his frantic movements around the room. Rather 
than match Lady Macbeth’s Noh-inspired refinement, Toshiro Mifune’s Macbeth seemed 
to Yéfime to have adopted his “gesticulatory and grimacing” acting style from Kabuki 
theater, and, as a result, that excessive performance depleted the scene of its force and 
authenticity.408  
 Overall, Yéfime found that Kurosawa’s style never transcended a level of 
“austerity” that was accentuated by the use of black-and-white as well as the film’s 
chivalresque theme. By relying on the conventions of the Noh theater, Kurosawa wanted 
to achieve a simplicity and nobility of expression, but ultimately, those efforts failed 
because the film left the viewer unmoved and unfulfilled (Cahiers 73, 31).409  
 In Yéfime’s opinion, exoticism was a critical ingredient for enticing Westerners to 
see Japanese films. In his view, “the greater the culture shock, the more powerful the 
                                                       
408 In the original French : « La scène est jouée à la manière d’un noh, où le personnage principal 
(le chité, rarement sans masque) ne remue jamais les traits tout en débitant un lamento 
prophétique » « avec une éloquence dramatique d’autant plus efficace qu’elle est retenue, mais 
que contredit hélas ! le style kabouki gesticulatoire et grimaçant de son partenaire Toshiro 
Mifouné (sic). » (Cahiers 73, 31).  
409 In the original French : « Pour en revenir au style : l’austérité n’en est pas simplement la 
sanction du noir et blanc, mais un parti pris évident. L’utilisation des procédés du noh participe, 
d’une intention analogue de noblesse dans l’expression et de simplicité, mais quand la somme est 
faite, on reste sur une impression d’indigence. Le choix du sujet y contribue : chevalerie pour 
chevalerie et fantôme pour fantôme puisqu’ils sont japonais de physionomie, autant qu’ils le 
soient aussi d’origine » (Cahiers 73, 31).  
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charm. Wasn’t Rashomon’s main attraction the fact that it was unfamiliar to us? Why 
dispel the strangeness with references to Shakespeare?” (Cahiers 73, 31).410 As his 
colleague JJ Richer had done in concluding his review of Gate of Hell (see my Chapter 
3), Yéfime suggests that Japanese cinema should try to maintain its allure for “pagan” 
Westerners, by drawing on original Japanese sources, such as “chronicles, Kabuki plays 
and even contemporary novels,” all of which “contain inexhaustible reserves of poetry,” 
as do classical Japanese painting and stylistic effects (Cahiers 73, 31).411  
 While Yéfime was not enthralled with Kurosawa’s film, his article was somewhat 
balanced and not tainted by the polemics of the politique des auteurs. Yéfime left a door 
open to acknowledgement of some of the film’s commendable qualities by focusing on 
Japan’s artistic heritage, and he writes in a tone that is both playful and pleading. This 
relative distance allows us to better recognize the otherwise passionate and emphatic 
stand taken by Eric Rohmer’s review of the same film.  
  
« Throne of Blood : An atrocious film » 
 Rohmer begins his article by warning readers that, although critics are better 
served by applying some caution in their film reviews, “this time, [he is] not afraid to let 
                                                       
410 In the original French :  « In the original French : « Plus complet le dépaysement, plus puissant 
le charme. L’insolite n’était-il pas le principal atout de Rashomon ? Pourquoi le dissiper par des 
références à Shakespeare ? » (Cahiers 73, 31). 
411 In the original French: « Les chroniques, les pièces de Kabouki et mêmes les romans 
contemporains contiennent d’inépuisables réserves de poésie; la peinture classique, des effets de 
style. Il suffit d’avoir foi en leur vertu, surtout à l’endroit des profanes » (Cahiers 73, 31). 
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go of it” (Arts, September 11, 1957).412 Indeed, in regard to Throne of Blood, he refuses 
to water down his opinion, and, as a measure of its unshakability, asserts that: “Throne of 
Blood is dreadful, and I’m willing to bet one thousand to one that nothing will make me 
change my mind” (Arts, 11 September, 1957).413 Of course, the article’s title alone, 
“Throne of Blood : An Atrocious Film,” had already given his sentiments away.414  
  At the opposite end of the spectrum, Paul-Louis Thirard at Positif exclaimed in 
his coverage of the 1957 Venice Film Festival that Throne of Blood deserved the 
festival’s highest award: “a Golden Lion, or at least a Silver” (Positif 25-26, 35).415 
Thirard commended Kurosawa’s film as “a faithful transposition of Macbeth in a samurai 
setting” (Positif 25-26, 35) and Rohmer concurred, stating that “adapting Shakespeare’s 
Macbeth to Japan was not, in principle, a blameworthy enterprise” (Arts, 11 September, 
1957).416 For Rohmer, the remote and ancient setting of feudal Japan lent itself to the 
task:  “It’s actually easier for us to believe in the Oriental Middle Ages than in the other 
                                                       
412 In the original French: « Prudence oui ; mais cette fois-ci, je ne crains pas de la laisser 
tomber » (Arts, 11 September, 1957). 
413 In the original French: « Kumonosu-Djo (Le trône de sang) est un film bien exécrable, et je 
veux bien parier à mille contre un que rien ne me fera revenir sur mon opinion » (Arts, 11 
September, 1957). 
414 Eric Rohmer, Arts, 11 September, 1957, « Trône de Sang : Un film exécrable.» In English : 
« Throne of Blood : An atrocious film.» 
415 Positif 25-26, September 1957, “Venise 57” Paul-Louis Thirard. In the original French : 
« Mais le second film japonais était en compétition avait vraiment la classe d’un Lion d’Or, ou 
tout au moins d’Argent » (Positif 25-26, 35). Earlier in the article, Thirard mentioned that he had 
also seen Tomotaka Tasaka’s Ubaguruma (The Pram/The Baby Carriage) (La Voiture d’Enfant), 
the second long-feature selected in Venice’s official selection. This film was briefly mentioned by 
Eric Rohmer to express his distaste for its melodrama and lack of refinement. In the original 
French: « C’est le déploiement continuel, sans humour ni esprit de satire aucun, du plus manifeste 
manque de goût. Chaque race a ses délicatesses, et celles du Japon ne sont peut-être pas les 
nôtres. Nous préférons, en tout cas, juger de la politesse et de l’art japonais par les films de 
Mizoguchi » (Cahiers 75, October 1957, 38).  
416 In the original French: « Adapter Macbeth de Shakespeare en japonais n’était pas, a priori, un 
projet blâmable » (Arts, 11 September, 1957). 
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[Western] one. And in the representation of an Elizabethan drama, a little bit of ceremony 
is not out of place” (Arts, 11 September, 1957).417 Japan’s exoticism is once again cited as 
a factor contributing to its appeal. 
 For Thirard, Throne of Blood was a “splendid confirmation” (Positif 25-26, 35)418 
of Kurosawa’s talent, whereas for Rohmer, it simply reinforced his belief that Kurosawa 
is not “a gifted or even talented metteur en scène” (Arts, 11 September, 1957).419 To 
justify his opinion, Rohmer attacks the exact same elements that Thirard enjoyed in the 
film: Kurosawa’s mise en scène, particularly as it relates to the ways he directed the 
actors. Thirard welcomed the Kabuki influence of Mifune’s acting, found “the over-the-
top, gesticulatory acting” of the samurai film genre “wonderfully suitable for 
Shakespeare,” and applauded the mise en scène’s “breath-taking violence and ingenuity” 
(Positif 25-26, 35).420 Rohmer’s response was categorically opposite. He believed that 
Kurosawa had ruined “Shakespeare’s most beautiful scenes” (Arts, 11 September 
1957)421 by directing his actors to behave in unrealistically animalistic ways: 
 Instead of “sound and fury,” [Throne of Blood] amounts to nothing more than 
gesticulation and uproar. Every two to three minutes, a man seized by nervous 
                                                       
417 In the original French : « Nous croyons même plus facilement au moyen âge extrême oriental 
qu’à l’autre. Et dans la représentation d’un drame élisabéthain, un peu de hiératisme n’est point 
de trop » (Arts, 11 September, 1957). 
418 In the original French : « Ce n’est pas une découverte, on ne découvre plus Kurosawa 
aujourd’hui (cf. Positif 22) mais une splendide confirmation » (Positif 25-26, 35). 
419 In the original French : « Mais je persiste à douter que ce Macbeth ait pu être réalisé par un 
metteur en scène de génie, ou même de talent » (Arts, 11 September, 1957). 
420 In the original French : « Le Trône de Sang (Kumonosu Djo) est une transposition fidèle de 
Macbeth dans le cadre samouraï. Le jeu outré et gesticulant du filmsabre convient à merveille à 
Shakespeare ; c’est naturellement Mifune qui est Macbeth ; la mise en scène est d’une violence et 
d’une ingéniosité qui coupe le souffle » (Positif 25-26, 35).  
421 In the original French : « Je constate ce que sont devenues les plus belles des scènes de 
Shakespeare » (Arts, 11 September, 1957). 
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spasms bellows twice, steps back, and hits his shoulder blade against the wall. I 
am not exaggerating. Never has acting appeared to me so uncouth, artificial, and 
monotonous. (Arts, 11 September, 1957)422  
Thirard’s response to Kurosawa’s mise en scène was just as impassioned as Rohmer’s but 
founded on a drastically different set of tastes. Thirard simply loved the film: 
 From the horror of the ghosts and the forest, and the silky rustling of Lady 
Macbeth’s kimono […] to the savage coronation of the usurper’s death, when he 
is repeatedly stabbed by arrows as he struggles, screaming — everything [in 
Throne of Blood] is great. (Positif 25-26, 35)423 
Rohmer felt that “stylization is supposed to serve as a stepping stone to invention,” but 
that Kurosawa’s version of stylization had instead “violated” invention.  For an idea of 
what might have been, Rohmer was “obliged to return to Mizoguchi, who provided us 
with a different lesson in style; Mizoguchi where all the behaviors, all the gestures would 
be different, where austerity did not work against violence or tragedy” (Arts, September 
11, 1957).424 Once again, Kurosawa’s energetic style and technical prowess lost in head-
to-head competition at Cahiers to Mizoguchi’s tender and poetic realism. 
                                                       
422 In the original French : « Au lieu de « bruit et de fureur », ce n’est plus que gesticulation et 
tintamarre. Toutes les deux ou trois minutes, un homme pris de spasme nerveux pousse deux 
beuglements, recule, et tape ses omoplates contre la muraille. Je n’exagère pas. Jamais aucun jeu 
d’acteurs ne m’a paru aussi grossier, artificiel et monotone » (Arts, 11 September, 1957). 
423 In the original French: « De l’horreur des spectres et de la forêt, du bruissement soyeux du 
kimono de lady Macbeth, pardon, de la femme du général Takotoki (sic), jusqu’à ce 
couronnement sauvage qu’est la mort de l’usurpateur, longuement lardé de flèches et qui se débat 
en hurlant, tout est génial » (Positif 25-26, 35). The character of Lady Macbeth is named Lady 
Asaji Washizu in Throne of Blood. 
424 In the original French : « Et la stylisation, dira-t-on ? La stylisation, c’est ce qui sert de 
marchepied à l’invention, non ce qui la brime. J’en reviens, car j’y suis forcé, à Mizoguchi qui 
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 In an effort to quiet the contentiousness of his colleagues and persuade them to be 
more reasonable, André Bazin joined the debate surrounding Throne of Blood in his 
coverage of the 1957 Venice Film Festival. Bazin’s article appeared in the following 
issue of Cahiers (Cahiers 75, September).425  
 
 From the outset, Bazin openly admits that he, too, was disappointed with Throne 
of Blood and that his eagerness to see a new Kurosawa film added to this letdown. Bazin 
clarifies that his admiration for Kurosawa does not stem from Rashõmon or Seven 
Samurai, but rather, from having seen “the two sublime films that are sadly unknown in 
France: To Live/Living and The Idiot (Hakuchi)” (Bazin Global Cinema 178). Bazin had 
“expected so much beforehand, both because of the personality of the director and 
because of the subject itself” (Bazin Global Cinema 178). Bazin was all the more 
confused because he knew Kurosawa to be capable of adapting a Western classic, as he 
had done “in a spectacular fashion” with his film adaptation of The Idiot (Hakuchi). In 
Throne of Blood, however, Kurosawa was unable to meet the challenges of adaptation.426 
In his article, Bazin tries to explain the ways the film failed to move him. 
                                                       
nous donnait une autre leçon de style, chez lequel toutes les attitudes, tous les gestes différeraient, 
où la sobriété n’allait à l’encontre ni de la violence, ni du tragique » (Arts, September 11, 1957). 
425 Cahiers 75, October 1957, André Bazin, « Le Trône de Sang,» 38-39. The article was 
translated in Bazin, André. Bazin on Global Cinema, 1948-1958. Translated by Bert Cardullo. 
University of Texas Press, 2014: 179-181.  
426 In the original French: « Notre journal intime du no. 73 a fait allusion à ce nouveau film de 
Kurosawa dont on pouvait a priori attendre beaucoup, tant à cause du sujet que de la personnalité 
du metteur en scène. Il était plaisant d’assister à la transposition dans le moyen âge nippon de la 
tragédie de Shakespeare et l’on pouvait espérer que ce décor renouvellerait son aspect sans en 
trahir l’esprit. Avec L’Idiot, Kurosawa avait dû résoudre des problèmes d’adaptation autrement 
difficiles et l’on sait qu’il s’en est tiré de façon bouleversante » (Cahiers 75, 38). 
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 Firstly, Bazin concurs with Rohmer’s opinion that feudal Japan lends itself well to 
Shakespeare’s tragic story. However, while “the transposition of Shakespeare's tragedy to 
the Japanese Middle Ages” was visually appealing and a “real pleasure” to see on screen, 
this element alone was not sufficient to “refresh the play’s look without betraying its 
spirit” (Bazin Global Cinema 178).427  
 In Bazin’s opinion, Kurosawa failed in this particular film because he “completely 
succumbed” to his search for stylization (Bazin Global Cinema 178). Bazin finds that 
Kurosawa too singularly focused on formal elements of filmmaking, a trend he calls 
Kurosawa’s “temptation toward formalism” (Bazin Global Cinema 178). There was no 
doubt that Kurosawa displayed technical competence and control when it came to the 
narration and the cinematography; he delivered “extraordinary images, impressive 
costumes, dazzling technical prowess, and suffocating violence” (Bazin Global Cinema 
178). The problem for Bazin was that this preoccupation with style prevented Kurosawa 
from exploring “the moral and metaphysical dimensions of Shakespeare” (Bazin Global 
Cinema 187).  
 To account for such divergent outcomes from the same director, Bazin explains that 
Kurosawa always seems to be “torn between two contradictory tendencies” (Bazin 
Global Cinema 178), exemplified by Throne of Blood and Seven Samurai on the one 
hand and by The Idiot (Hakuchi) and Living on the other. Bazin describes Kurosawa: 
He is a formalist, even an expressionist, in Rashõmon or The Seven Samurai, two 
films full of moments of courage, on the one hand, and moments of a sometimes 
                                                       
427 In the original French : « Il était plaisant d’assister à la transposition dans le moyen âge nippon 
de la tragédie de Shakespeare et l’on pouvait espérer que ce décor renouvellerait son aspect sans 
en trahir l’esprit » (Cahiers 75, 38). 
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too-intelligent synthesis of Eastern tradition and Western aesthetics, on the other. 
[…]Yet the same man is the maker of films in which the moral thesis steers clearly 
away from formal concerns, so much so that the work ends up waylaying us and we 
find ourselves lost, as in I Live in Fear. Not that this means that in To Live and The 
Idiot there aren’t a number of similar, successful attempts at style funneled through 
the raging torrent of feeling. (Bazin Global Cinema 179-180)428 
 
For Bazin, Throne of Blood serves as a cautionary tale for directors who are overly 
focused on stylization. The film serves to “illustrate quite well the limits of an integral 
formalism that loses itself in mannerisms of the perfectly vapid and spasms of the futilely 
violent” (Bazin Global Cinema 187). Bazin proceeds to explain that, in the film, 
“fragments of intensity follow one upon the other, always dazzling yet at the same time 
monotonous and disconnected, because they have been operating at the level of paroxysm 
from the very start” (Bazin Global Cinema 180). Kurosawa’s cinematic world did allow 
for nuance, or create a space for empathy or feelings towards the characters. Bazin 
contends that the “admirable images (notably the riding sequences in the rain, reprised 
from The Seven Samurai) accentuate the emptiness, or more precisely the 
conventionality, of the characters” (Bazin Global Cinema 180).429 Overall, the film did 
                                                       
428 In the original French: « On le trouve théoriquement formaliste, expressionniste même, dans 
Rashomon ou les Sept Samouraïs, films pleins de morceaux de bravoure et lieux d’une synthèse 
parfois trop intelligente de la tradition orientale et de l’esthétique occidentale […] Mais le même 
homme est l’auteur de films où le message moral prend de très loin le pas sur les préoccupations 
formelles ; tant même qu’il finit par nous dérouter et nous devenir étranger comme dans Si les 
oiseaux savaient. Non qu’il y ait dans Vivre ou L’Idiot encore bien des recherches de style 
entraînées par le flot torrentiel du sentiment » (Cahiers 75, 38-39).  
429 In the original French : « Ou bien quelque chose nous échappe de ce Macbeth japonais, ou 
bien ce Trône de sang illustre les limites d’un formalisme intégral qui se perd ici dans un 
maniérisme de la violence parfaitement vide et vain. Les morceaux de bravoure se succèdent, 
toujours éblouissants, à la fois inattendus et monotones, parce que placés dès le début dans le 
paroxysme. D’admirables images (notamment de ces chevauchées sous la pluie, reprises des Sept 
Samouraïs) accusent le vide, ou plutôt la convention des personnages. Et l’on ne peut 
évidemment s’empêcher de penser à un autre Macbeth, fait de quatre sous et de carton pâte, mais 
où grondait le souffle de la poésie de Shakespearienne » (Cahiers 75, 39). 
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not connect with the viewer who, instead of feeling certain emotions, was simply 
bombarded by rapid and intense images. When it came to Kurosawa’s mise en scène in 
this feudal film, Bazin conceded that it was so “formalistic” that it encased the film “as if 
by a samurai’s armor” (Bazin Global Cinema 179).430 
 In April of 1957, Bazin warned of “the danger, which is an aesthetic cult of 
personality” inherent in the politique des auteurs” (“La Politique des Auteurs,” Cahiers, 
April 1957). By October, a year before his death, his concluding remarks illustrated with 
clarity his position in regards to the politique des auteurs.  
As I do not practice the politique des auteurs,431 I would like to add, finally, two 
things: first, I can be disappointed by Throne of Blood without losing any of my 
esteem for the same director’s To Live and The Idiot; and, second, I can admire 
the good films by Akira Kurosawa and love those of Kenji Mizoguchi. (Bazin 
Global Cinema 181)432 
 While this is one of Bazin’s harshest criticisms of a Kurosawa film, Bazin’s review 
demonstrates his commitment to Kurosawa by engaging in the polemics while 
simultaneously refusing to uphold the young Turks’ divisive politique des auteurs. 
                                                       
430 In the original French: « On a donc peine à imaginer que le même homme soit l’auteur de ces 
films en veston, influencés un peu par le néoréalisme et beaucoup par la grande sentimentalité du 
cinéma germano-américain des années 1930-1940, et de ces films féodaux formalistes en diable, 
bardés de mise en scène comme d’une armure samouraï » (Cahiers 75, 39). 
431 I have edited Bert Cardullo’s translation of Bazin’s text, which in the original French states: 
« Je voudrais ajouter pour finir que, ne pratiquant pas la politique des auteurs (…)» to more 
correctly reflect Bazin’s insistence on the specific polemics of the politique des auteurs. In his 
translation of Bazin’s text, Cardulllo omitted this detail and translated the original French in more 
general terms as « Going against the line advanced by most critics.» 
432 In the original French : « Je voudrais ajouter pour finir que, ne pratiquant pas la politique des 
auteurs : 1. je puis être déçu par le Trône de sang sans rien perdre de mon estime pour Vivre et 
L’Idiot ; 2. admirer les bons films de Kurosawa et aimer ceux de Mizoguchi » (Cahiers 75, 39). 
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The 1957 Venice Film Festival Honors Mizoguchi:  
 A year after Mizoguchi’s death,433 the Venice Film Festival organized a 
“Memorial to Mizoguchi” to commemorate the work of “one of the greatest post-war 
directors,”434 and screened Naniwa Elegy (1936), Women of the Night (1948), Portrait of 
Madame Yuki (1950), The Lady of Musashino (1951), and The Woman in the Rumor 
(1954). 
 Within the event’s publicity booklet, published in English, Antonio Petrucci, the 
festival director’s chair of the Venice Film Festival during the years 1949 to 1953,435 
explained the profound respect the organization held for Mizoguchi and the need for the 
Venice Film Festival to honor his legacy: 
On August 24th last, not only Japan had cause to mourn the death of Kenji 
Mizoguchi but the whole world, because every time a great artist disappears some 
light goes out from our lives. And our sadness is even deeper when we think that 
what is left of him, the best of him, his works, are almost written on the water, 
passing shadows on a screen that are apt to disappear with time.  
                                                       
433 Kenji Mizoguchi died on August 24, 1956. The Venice Film Festival took place between 
August 25 and September 7, 1957.   
434 All documents relating to the 1957 Venice Film Festival were found in SadoulSADOUL 430 
B28, La Biennale di Venezia, VXIII Mostra Internazionale d’Arte, Cinematographica 
“Retrospettiva di Kenji Mizoguchi 27-31 agosto 1957.” La Cinémathèque Française, Paris, 
France. June 18, 2015.  430 B28, La Biennale di Venezia, VXIII Mostra Internazionale d’Arte, 
Cinematographica “Retrospettiva di Kenji Mizoguchi 27-31 agosto 1957.” La Cinémathèque 
Française, Paris, France. June 18, 2015. The schedule for the screening was as follows: August 
27: Naniwa Elegy, 28 August, Women of the Night, August 29, Portrait of Madame Yuki, August 
30, The Lady of Musashino, August 31 The Woman in the Rumor. 
435 La Biennale de Venezia : labiennale.org 
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This is why I deem that Venice “Mostra,” which first had the honor of making his 
name known to the Western world, should commemorate him, rather than with 
my poor words, with a personal show, so that we and the younger generation may 
lovingly remember Kenji Mizoguchi. (“Retrospettiva di Kenji Mizoguchi 27-31 
agosto 1957,” 4) 
Cahiers’ critics concurred. While they were not particularly pleased with the film 
selection or the awards given at Venice (see Cahiers 75, “Venice 1957,” 35-47), they had 
nothing but praise for this special retrospective. It allowed them to confirm their 
admiration for the director and while also reinforcing their engagement with the politique 
des auteurs.  
 
 In her review of the retrospective for Cahiers, Lotte H. Eisner states, “This 
retrospective happily enriches the knowledge we had of Kenji Mizoguchi” (Cahiers 75 
« Rétrospective Mizoguchi » 46).436 Eisner brushes aside Kurosawa and insists that “it is 
now pointless to contrast [Mizoguchi] to Kurosawa” just as it is futile to define 
Mizoguchi as “purely lyrical” because Mizoguchi did not only focus on showing noble 
and refined human emotions.437 To the contrary, Eisner argues that, at the end of Women 
of the Night, when “the prostitutes, fed up with their dead-end lives, all become hysterical 
and pounce on one of their companions” there is a clear demonstration of “violence” in 
                                                       
436 In the original French : « Cette rétrospective vient enrichir avec bonheur la connaissance que 
nous avions de Kenji Mizoguchi » (Cahiers 75. Lotte H. Eisner, « Rétrospective Mizoguchi » 46) 
437 In the original French : « Il est vain maintenant de l’opposer à Kurosawa, de faire de lui un pur 
lyrique » (Cahiers 75, 46). 
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his films (Cahiers 75, 39).438 In her opinion, Mizoguchi reveals the true human condition 
through “delicate paint strokes”439 because “nothing shocks Mizoguchi, who does not fear 
what is ugly” (Cahiers 75, 39).440 Mizoguchi boldly portrayed the depravity in corrupt 
society and embraced realism. Thanks to Mizoguchi’s lucid and sensitive understanding 
of the contradictions in human nature, he managed to “address the plight of the 
prostitutes without facile contempt or sentimentality. […] And thus his denunciation of 
social injustice acquires a painful resonance” (Cahiers 75, 49).441  
 While Eisner does not use the same terms as Rohmer in regard to Mizoguchi, the 
two critics express the same idea: Mizoguchi’s mise en scène reveals a mystical vision of 
life. As Eisner explains, Mizoguchi’s “infinite sensibility knows how to visually portray 
all the movement of the human soul, down to each unexpressed thought,” with a depth of 
field arising “naturally,”442 and every shot mirroring a psychological situation. To 
                                                       
438In the original French : « Il sait exprimer la violence, comme le montre la fin de ses Femmes de 
la nuit où des prostitués, exaspérées par leur vie sans issue, se ruent sur l’une de leurs compagnes, 
dans une crise d’hystérie commune » (Cahiers 75. Lotte H. Eisner, « Rétrospective Mizoguchi » 
46). 
439 In the original French : « Les touches de pinceau délicates » (Cahiers 75, 46).  
440 In the original French : « Lucide, il ne craint pas la laideur, rien ne le choque » (Cahiers 75, 
46). 
441 In the original French : « Il se penche sur le sort des prostituées sans mépris ni sentimentalité 
faciles (…) Et ainsi sa dénonciation de l’injustice sociale acquiert une douloureuse résonance » 
(Cahiers 75, 46). Eisner, the only women to write for Cahiers, could not help but underline 
Mizoguchi’s femininist concerns and wondered if it were not telling that, “of the five films that 
were screened, only two optimistic films in this series are devoted to the theme of prostitution,” 
whereas the other three “quite the contrary, show us bourgeois women heading towards 
desperation and suicide.” In the original French: « N’est-il pas significatif que les deux seuls 
films optimistes de cette série soient consacrés à la prostitution ? » (…) les trois autres « nous 
montrent, au contraire, des femmes de la bourgeoisie qui s’acheminent vers le désespoir et le 
suicide » (Cahiers 75, 46). 
442 In the original French : « La profondeur de champ naît tout naturellement » (Cahiers 75, 49). 
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conclude, Eisner simply states: “In his work, silence is adorned by a unique 
eloquence.”443 
 
 Interestingly, the analysis of Mizoguchi’s talent by the rebellious critics at 
Cahiers was in line with the organizers of Venice. When compared to the texts of Eisner 
or Rohmer, the one written for Venice to commemorate Mizoguchi contains similarities 
that cannot go unnoticed. Below are some representative passages written by Antonio 
Petrucci and published by Venice to honor Mizoguchi in 1957.444 These texts demonstrate 
that the Venice Film Festival and Cahiers similarly found Mizoguchi to be authentic; 
they both point out his unique ability to reveal human nature’s inherent moral 
weaknesses; and they comment on his harmonious mise en scène, which serves to express 
a realism and truth that leads to a cinephilic moment of spiritual revelation. In his 
introduction, Petrucci writes that Mizoguchi: 
(…) used more frequently for his stories old themes of the Japanese classic 
literature, but he never gave way to an easy exotic effect and always tried to 
penetrate the human condition of his characters, showing indulgence also towards 
the wicked, since they are driven towards evil by their moral weaknesses, by their 
lack of rebellion to a way of life that oppresses them.  
 From that atmosphere was born Oharu, the story of a courtesan who, 
through the sad events of her life, is driven lower and lower by the cruelty of a 
                                                       
443 In the original French : « L’infinie sensibilité de Mizoguchi sait donner une expression visuelle 
à tous les mouvements de l’âme humaine, à chaque pensée même non exprimée. Le silence est, 
chez lui, paré d’une particulière éloquence » (Cahiers 75, 46). 
444 Antonio Petrucci’s text was published in English. 
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world in which only power and gold predominate, and becomes day by day more 
insensible to suffering, sad image of a people to which even hope is precluded. It 
is the first of Mizoguchi’s films we saw in Venice, the first which, being awarded 
a prize at the Festival, sprang to international fame. The beauty of the images of 
this extraordinary picture strikes the audience from the very beginning, and 
becomes, whilst the theme develops on the rhythm of a slow oriental music, so 
intimately a part of the story, so naturally expressed, that we find ourselves at the 
very boundaries of the unreal, as if so much suffering were beyond the 
possibilities of reason and reality.  
 One year afterwards, Mizoguchi with Ugestu Monogatari still dwelt on 
this passage from the real to the unreal, describing with rare perfection of style the 
horrors of war, consequence of the lust for power and gold. I would almost say 
that in this film, a sad and understanding portrait of humanity, Mizoguchi 
revealed his soul naturaliter christiana. He sees the evil, of which he shows all 
the sad, desperate consequences, he tries to look for its remotest causes in the soul 
of each of his characters, but he never attempts to judge or to condemn the man. 
(Petrucci)445 
 
 The later part of Petrucci’s text addresses Street of Shame, Mizoguchi’s last film, 
which was ignored by critics when it was screened at the 1956 Venice Film Festival, even 
though it won a Special Mention. Petrucci writes that, with this contemporary drama, 
                                                       
445 Sadoul 430 B28, La Biennale di Venezia, VXIII Mostra Internazionale d’Arte, 
Cinematographica “Retrospettiva di Kenji Mizoguchi 27-31 agosto 1957.” La Cinémathèque 
Française, Paris, France. June 18, 2015.  
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Mizoguchi approached “a most painful problem, probably as old as man’s history and 
unfortunately always actual: the problem of prostitution.”446 Similarly to Eisner’s 
comments, Petrucci praises the “delicacy” with which Mizoguchi “deals with this burning 
subject, and yet without concealing anything” and adds: 
With modesty and kindness he tells us the story of his protagonists and, at the 
same time, he realistically represents their lives. He never becomes rhetorical or 
banally sentimental. Once again, if his condemning the evil is like a cry of 
anguish, his pity for the sinner is like a moving prayer. (Petrucci)447 
While Street of Shame did not receive much attention in 1956, it was on every critic’s 
radar when it was commercially released in Paris in 1957. Cahiers’ critics pounced on the 
opportunity to incorporate this film in their Mizoguchi repertoire and demonstrate that his 
unique aesthetics shined irrespective of a particular film’s genre or period.448 The reviews 
of Street of Shame further illustrate the exchanges generated between critics as they 
showed their allegiances to, or rejection of, the politique des auteurs.  
 
Street of Shame 
 Upon the commercial release of Mizoguchi’s Street of Shame in Paris in October 
1957, Eric Rohmer once again spearheaded the debate. Unlike Mizoguchi’s other films of 
                                                       
446 Sadoul 430 B28, La Biennale di Venezia, VXIII Mostra Internazionale d’Arte, 
Cinematographica “Retrospettiva di Kenji Mizoguchi 27-31 agosto 1957.” La Cinémathèque 
Française, Paris, France. June 18, 2015.  
447 Sadoul 430 B28, La Biennale di Venezia, VXIII Mostra Internazionale d’Arte, 
Cinematographica “Retrospettiva di Kenji Mizoguchi 27-31 agosto 1957.” La Cinémathèque 
Française, Paris, France. June 18, 2015.  
448 Street of Shame played at Midi-Minuit and Studio l’Étoile. Arts, Eric Rohmer, 30 0ctober – 5 
November 1957 « Street of Shame: A somber and classy Japan. » 
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the 1950s, Street of Shame is a return to contemporary social commentary. The film takes 
place in a prostitution neighborhood of postwar Tokyo, as the city is looking to ban such 
activity, and the narrative follows a set of different prostitutes as they try to adapt to this 
new reality. Rohmer invokes his previously published review of the Venice Film Festival, 
where he had explained “all the good that we should think of this metteur-en-scène who, 
even if he only deals with traditional themes, exceeds all the limits of the genre by the 
high level of perfection to which he leads it” (Arts, 30 0ctober – 5 November 1957).449 
 To convince his readers to see Mizoguchi’s last film, Rohmer reassures them that, 
even “the clientele of ‘cinéma d’essai’ (avant-garde or experimental cinema), however set 
against the conventions of melodrama, won’t be disappointed…as we have here the last 
film made before his death by the prince of Japanese cinema: Kenji Mizoguchi” (Arts, 30 
0ctober – 5 November 1957).450 Indeed, Street of Shame might appear melodramatic, and 
its stance might appear political, but Rohmer warns his readers against being fooled. He 
explains that, in this film: 
We enter into a universe even blacker than the black varnish it wears as makeup, 
one whose moral categories are constantly oscillating between the easy pessimism 
of a newspaper column or social advocacy tract and the contemptuous bitterness 
                                                       
449 In the original French : « J’ai dit, dans mon compte rendu de Venise, tout le bien qu’il fallait 
penser de ce metteur en scène qui, s’il ne traite que des thèmes traditionnels, crève le plafond du 
genre par le haut degré de perfection où il le conduit » (Arts, 30 0ctober – 5 November 1957).449  
450 In the original French : « La clientèle du « cinéma d’essai », quelque parvenue qu’elle soit 
contre les conventions du mélodrame, ne sera pas déçue, elle non plus car nous avons là le dernier 
film que réalisa, avant sa mort, le prince du cinéma japonais : Kenji Mizoguchi » (Arts, « Rue de 
la Honte : Un Japon sombre et race,» 30 0ctober – 5 November 1957). 
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of a very personal philosophy that was already revealed in the author’s other 
works. (Arts, 30 October-5 November 1957)451  
Like Eisner before him, Rohmer praises Mizoguchi’s ability to engage the audience with 
the characters’ plight. While at first the characters “appeared to us somewhat 
stereotyped,” they gradually become more complex (Arts, 30 October-5 November 
1957).452 Once again, Mizoguchi is applauded for his ability to steer clear of easy 
sentimentalism. While the film “verges on pathos, we avoid its splatter” (Arts, 30 
October-5 November 1957).453 Rohmer admires that Mizoguchi expressed human 
possibilities in a corrupt world. In this modern setting, Rohmer finds that Mizoguchi’s 
artistic personality and refined aesthetics still shine through, particularly at the end of the 
film.  
 In his conclusion, Rohmer praises Mizoguchi’s endings as “particularly brilliant” 
because “they possess a kind of musical quality.”454 They introduce “a precious 
modulation” into the heretofore purposely restrained “melodic line,” and thereby 
“unleash sublime chords whose splendor retrospectively illuminates all the rest” of the 
                                                       
451 In the original French : « Nous pénétrons dans un univers plus noir encore que le noir vernis 
dont il se maquille et dont les catégories morales ne cessent de se nuancer pour nous faire passer 
du pessimisme facile du feuilleton ou du plaidoyer social à l’amertume hautaine d’une 
philosophie très personnelle que nous avaient déjà révélée les autres œuvres de l’auteur » (Arts, 
30 0ctober – 5 November 1957). 
452 In the original French : « Ces silhouettes qui nous paraissent, au début, quelque peu 
stéréotypées, s’épaississent à mesure que la projection se poursuit» (Arts, « Rue de la Honte : Un 
Japon sombre et racé », 30 0ctober – 5 November 1957). 
453 In the original French : « Côtoyant le pathos, nous en évitons les éclaboussures » (Arts, 30 
0ctober – 5 November 1957). 
454 In the original French : « Les « Finale » de Mizoguchi sont particulièrement brillants : ils 
possèdent une espèce de qualité musicale » (Arts, 30 0ctober – 5 November 1957). 
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film (Arts 30 October-5 November 1957).455 Rohmer here brings back the critical 
discourse of synesthesia he had used to promote the art of cinema in his earlier review of 
A Story from Chikamatsu. Mizoguchi’s mise en scène is evoked in terms of musical 
orchestration, where “modulations” expand the composition’s expressive range and 
enhance the spectator’s experience. The following year, Rivette would employ the exact 
same metaphor of “modulation” to characterize Mizoguchi’s mise en scène. 
 
Already in a subsequent Cahiers article on Street of Shame Phillippe Demonsablon 
showed his allegiance to Rohmer by focusing on the same elements of mise en scène. 
Demonsablon uses the musical analogy to define the director’s poetic qualities (Cahier 
77 “More Light”, December 1957”)456 and explains that in Street of Shame: 
Nothing here is granted an explanation or a logical account, and while the film’s 
coherence and clarity are above reproach, the composition seems to be less guided 
by respect for dramatic rules than by a concern where I see equivalents in painting 
or music; firstly the scenes are presented in an order where each is quite 
independent from the next and, together, they form an ensemble of “tableaux” in 
the manner of chronicles. (Cahiers 77, 50-51)457  
                                                       
455 In the original French : (Les « Finale ») « introduisent dans la ligne jusque-là volontairement 
sèche de la mélodie une précieuse modulation, ouvrent l’écluse à des accords somptueux dont 
l’éclat illumine rétrospectivement tout le reste » (Arts, 30 0ctober – 5 November 1957). 
456 Cahiers 77, December 1957, “Plus de lumière,” 50-52. 
457 In the original French: “rien ici n’est concédé aux soins de l’explication ou de l’exposé logique 
et, quoique le film soit irréprochable de cohérence et de clarté, la composition paraît moins 
guidée par le respect de lois dramatiques que par un souci à qui je verrais des équivalents dans la 
peinture ou la musique ; d’abord les scènes se présentent en un ordre assez indépendant et 
forment un ensemble de tableaux à la manière d’une chronique. Cette juxtaposition, sans 
inférence causale, semble ignorer le développement dramatique et ce qu’il suppose d’effort 
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Demonsablon argues that the film’s harmony and its subtle composition derive from 
Mizoguchi’s superior talent: to the same extent as Raoul Walsh and Allan Dwann, 
Mizoguchi “is abundantly inventive and in full command of his art,” but he is also 
unquestionably gifted with a higher idea of his art” than they “and a more penetrating 
consciousness of his powers.”458 Demonsablon’s film review expresses clearly the 
fundamental purpose of the politique des auteurs:  to go beyond praising the film at hand 
and associate its qualities and mise en scène with the director’s inner “emotional 
intelligence”459— the humanity he communicates on screen in the universal language of 
cinema. 
 Rohmer had already posited that Mizoguchi’s films transcend social and cultural 
references. In order to demonstrate the universality of cinema, Demonsablon similarly 
argues that the truth of Street of Shame lies not in its cultural accuracy but in its mise en 
scène: 
Should we accept this portrayal of the environment of prostitutes in Tokyo 
without any reservations? Could we even decipher documentary evidence in a 
work that is so deliberately fictional? To this delicate question, the film’s own 
                                                       
vers l’abstrait. Mais des rapports plus subtils s’établissent entre les scènes, rapports de rythme, de 
tonalité. Sans cesse évoquons-nous des impressions musicales ; nous trouverons ici le largo, 
l’andante, le scherzo, il est de longs moments à l’unisson, et d’autres où la discordance se fait 
stridente » (Cahiers 77, 50-51) 
458 In the original French : « Mizoguchi, nous dit-on, fit quelque deux cents films. Sans doute 
autant que Raoul Walsh dont il est le contemporain, un peu moins qu’Allan Dwann dont il est le 
cadet ; comme eux, riche d’invention et maître de ses moyens, mais doué, incontestablement, 
d’une plus haute idée de son art et d’une conscience plus pénétrante de ses pouvoirs » (Cahiers 
77, 50). 
459 In the original French : « Homme singulièrement intelligent, de cette intelligence du cœur  
(…) » (Cahiers 77, 50).  
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“accent” provides a more reliable answer than could any sociological references. 
(Cahiers 77, 50)460 
Mizoguchi’s art lies in his ability, like Balzac’s, to “paint” human beings with a few 
telling strokes.461 His film in no way “solicits” adhesion to a message about women’s 
enslavement, “because it does not seem that Mizoguchi was looking to demonstrate 
anything in particular.”462 It is up to the spectator to decipher and experience the film’s 
truthfulness: “We thus enter fully into a work that was in no way designed for our 
convenience!”463  
 Unlike Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood, where the director focused inordinately on 
technical achievements, and what Bazin referred to as formalism, here, every scène 
speaks for itself in the infinitesimal. Demonsablon asserts that the truth of Mizoguchi’s 
mise en scène inhabits its smallest details: 
Sometimes, a gesture is enough, and Mizoguchi is the man who invents this 
gesture, this attitude that gives the scene its unique depth: one woman skillfully 
opens an egg, another bandages her finger, a different women is shivering, with 
                                                       
460 In the original French : « Convient-il d’accepter sans réserve cette peinture du milieu des 
prostitués de Tokyo ? Et saurons-nous discerner le document dans une œuvre qui se donne 
délibérément pour romanesque ? A cette question délicate, l’accent du film fournit une réponse 
plus sûre que ne le feraient d’abondantes références sociologiques » (Cahiers 77, 50).  
461 In the original French : « Un homme qui, comme Balzac, sait peindre les êtres d’un trait si 
précis et de qui l’art du raccourci révèle la hauteur de vues, cet homme-là est aussi un observateur 
lucide de son temps » (Cahiers 77, 50). 
462 In the original French : « Conclusion nullement sollicitée, car il ne semble pas que Mizoguchi 
ait cherché à démontrer quoi que ce soit » (Cahiers 77, 50). 
463 In the original French : « Mais la précision du trait se suffit d’elle-même, elle est le meilleur 
gage de sa portée, comme elle l’était de sa vérité. Ainsi entrons-nous de plein-pied dans une 
œuvre nullement conçue pour notre commodité !» (Cahiers 77, 50).  
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arms clasped and restless sleeves, a benumbed butterfly in the night; for another 
woman, the soup steams up her cold glasses. (Cahiers 77, 50)464 
In his conclusion Demonsablon argues that Mizoguchi, through his mise en scène, 
expresses the highest ideal of cinema and “such ideas come from a great metteur-en-
scène” (Cahiers 77, 50). In Demonsablon’s opinion, Mizoguchi, revealed an inherent 
truth and realism that made his work worthy of comparison with other highly praised 
directors:   
Through these women’s portraits that are spread out over an entire work, we can 
see a director of actors who, like Ophüls, or Preminger, dedicates all his art to 
capturing humankind’s most fleeting aspects, and perhaps its most precious. 
That’s what justifies each scène and every one of its artifices: it’s all finally about 
more truth. (Cahiers 77, 51-52)465 
 The year 1957 marks newly appointed Editor in Chief Eric Rohmer’s rise to a 
commanding role at Cahiers, and his influence on a more explicitly mystical conception   
of mise en scène. The position Rohmer takes on Japanese films and Japanese directors 
bears witness to the paradox inherent in the politique des auteurs. Whether the critics 
argued against Bazin or against critics at Positif, the process was inherently subjective, 
                                                       
464 In the original French : « Le geste y suffît parfois, et Mizoguchi est l’homme qui invente ce 
geste, cette attitude par quoi la scène prend un relief unique : celle-ci ouvre un œuf avec adresse, 
celle-là se panse le doigt, telle autre tremble sur place, bras serrés, manches agitées, papillon 
gourd dans la nuit; à telle autre le potage monte en buée sur ses lunettes froides » (Cahiers 77, 
51).  
465 In the original French : « De telles idées sont d’un grand metteur en scène. A travers ces 
portraits de femmes échelonnés dans toute une œuvre, nous discernons un directeur d’acteurs qui, 
comme Ophüls, comme Preminger, met tout son art à capter les aspects les plus fugitifs des êtres 
humains et peut-être les plus précieux. Voilà qui justifie chaque scène et chacun de ses artifices : 
car c’est enfin pour plus de vérité » (Cahiers 77, 51-52).  
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yet it required a categorical adhesion on their part to a specific director. If, as they 
claimed, the worthiness of a film was dependent on its mise en scène, then, they all 
worked to discredit Kurosawa’s talent and argue for Mizoguchi’s work, which they 
believed placed him in the pantheon of auteurs. The critical debates that took place in 
1957 prepared the way for the next phase of the consecration of Mizoguchi, when more 
vocal and influential critics, such as Rivette and Truffaut, would become involved in 
supporting Mizoguchi and crowning him for eternity in the special issues of Cahiers 81 
and Cahiers 95. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN  
Cahiers’ Mizoguchiens 
 
 This last chapter explores how Cahiers’ critical-theoretical discourse continued to 
evolve during a period of fundamental consensus when the critics — particularly young 
Turks Jean-Luc Godard, Jacques Rivette, Luc Moullet, Eric Rohmer and Louis 
Marcorelles — united to lionize Mizoguchi as the most favored director of their politique 
des auteurs. With Mizoguchi’s singular genius now beyond dispute, his name became all 
but synonymous with the best of mise en scène. For the critics, reviewing a Mizoguchi 
film thus provided an occasion to count the ways of that genius and, in the process, to 
articulate a further understanding of mise en scène that was to some degree specific to 
each individual critic. In this latest repurposing of the malleable canvas of Japanese 
cinema, the French critics’ re-encounters with Mizoguchi went hand in hand with 
attaching theoretical underpinnings to aesthetic choices, establishing a meta-cinematic 
discourse, and lending multiple voices to a general cohesion of shared ideas.  
  
 If 1957 was defined by Rohmer’s newly active engagement in the polemics of the 
politique des auteurs and advocacy of Mizoguchi, 1958 brought a clear advancement of 
the editor’s argument. The period from 1959 to 1961 was framed by two Retrospectives 
to honor Mizoguchi: one at the Cinémathèque Française, the other at the Cannes Film 
Festival. These events produced a continuous effort by most critics at Cahiers to 
construct Mizoguchi as the ultimate auteur. And, as attests to the critics’ increasingly 
  
214 
influential role as tastemakers in the film community Mizoguchi’s films were at long last 
commercially distributed in Paris.  
 In the series of articles and interviews that Cahiers devoted to Mizoguchi’s work 
between 1958 and 1961, the critics focused their reconsideration of individual films on 
exemplary cinephilic moments that instantiated the work’s poetic and realistic qualities. 
To a man, they argued that mise en scène is the only systematic and valid basis on which 
to examine or evaluate a film. In support of this point, the critics declared Mizoguchi’s 
Japanese roots to be irrelevant, inasmuch as his status as a universal genius derived from 
the transcendent powers of his mise en scène to communicate an individual vision. They 
also rallied around the simplicity, efficacy, and sobriety of Mizoguchi’s style and the 
coherent universe he had created and they encountered on screen. Lastly, Cahiers’ critics 
took this bolstering of their aesthetic arguments in the direction of a larger metaphysical 
discourse on mise en scène.  
 
The Cinémathèque Française Pays Tribute to Mizoguchi 
 Once again, the Cinémathèque Française organized an event that would enable its 
disciples to take their positions. If Kurosawa’s Retrospective led to his demise, 
Mizoguchi’s led to his crowning. A couple of months after the Venice Film Festival 
honored Mizoguchi in 1957, the Cinémathèque Française fulfilled Philippe 
Demonsablon’s hope that “Henri Langlois will devote himself to the task [of screening 
more of Mizoguchi’s films], with the efficacious devotion we know him to have, so that a 
large selection  of films by an arguably remarkable auteur of our time can be revealed to 
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the public” (Cahiers 77, 50).466 In April 1958, the Cinémathèque Française honored 
Mizoguchi’s work by organizing an ‘Homage to Mizoguchi’ which included the 
screening of The Life of Oharu/Saikaku Ichidai Onna (1951), Ugetsu Monogatari (1953), 
The Story of Chikamatsu/Chikamatsu Monogatari (1954), Princess Yang Kwei Fei/Yokihi 
(1955); two never distributed films, Osaka Elegy/Naniwa Eregi (1936), Woman in the 
Rumour/Uwasa no Onna (1954); and Lady Musashino/Musashino Fujin (1951), which 
had been screened at the Venice Film Festival in 1957. 
 The Cinémathèque Française’s effort to promote Mizoguchi’s filmography was 
celebrated by the young Turks, beginning with Jean-Luc Godard, whose article for Arts 
(Arts 65, 5 February 1958) represented his first intervention on Japanese cinema. In 
Godard’s opinion, the retrospective “proved” that Mizoguchi was “one of the greatest 
film-makers” (Godard 70). 
 Cahiers issued a special feature on Mizoguchi where critics took turns expressing 
their admiration for the Japanese director (Cahiers 81, March 1958). Overall, the 
structure and coverage of the Mizoguchi Retrospective is rather coherent. The nine films 
screened at the Cinémathèque were listed in chronological order of production, 
introduced by a short synopsis, and discussed individually by different critics, each of 
whom argued for his own ideas of mise en scène. While all contributors to the special 
feature held to the premise that mise en scène was an auteur’s unique point of view on 
                                                       
466 In the original French : « Souhaitons que Henri Langlois se consacre à cette nouvelle tâche, 
avec l’efficace dévouement que nous lui connaissons, afin que soit révélé au public un vaste 
choix de films de celui qu’on peut considérer comme un auteur marquant de notre temps » 
(Cahiers 77, 50).  
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the world, they did not necessarily agree on what that point of view was, or on how the 
director achieved his expression of the real on screen.  
 
Comparative Accolades 
In his introduction of the films Cahiers’ critics saw at the Cinémathèque Française 
retrospective, Rivette proceeds to compare each of Mizoguchi’s films to other directors 
or films the group strongly admired: 
From Naniwa [Osaka Elegy] to Yang Kwei Fei, Mizoguchi’s path is that of all 
great filmmakers; we have cited Sternberg and Stevens for Naniwa (Osaka 
Elegy); but it’s later Lang (Clash by Night or Human Desire) that Woman of the 
Night most closely resembles in its ample and precise style, both cutting and 
measured; and finally it’s the Dreyer of Ordet that Yang Kwei Fei evokes with 
same calm chant, the same even and steady approach of someone who knows 
where he is going. (Cahiers 81, 36)467 
Rivette was not alone. Cahiers’ critics regularly employed a method of comparison with 
other artworks to argue that Mizoguchi’s films were masterpieces that deserved to be 
included in the canons of art. These were among the comparisons proposed at Cahiers: 
• Rivette compares him to literary figures such as “Rilke and Eliot” (Cahiers 81, 30).  
                                                       
467 In the original French : « De Naniwa à Yang Kwei-Fei, le chemin de Mizoguchi est celui de 
tous les grands cinéastes ; nous avons cité à propos du premier, les noms d’un Sternberg et d’un 
Stevens ; mais c’est au Lang de la dernière manière (celle de Clash by night ou Human desire) 
que se rattache le style ample et précis, à la fois coupant et mesuré, de la Femme sacrifiée : c’est 
enfin le Dreyer d’Ordet qu’évoque Yang Kwei-Fei par le même chant calme, la même démarche 
égale et sûre de qui sait maintenant quelle est sa fin » (Cahiers 81, 36). 
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• Godard compares Ugetsu to a combination of “Don Quixote, The Odyssey and Jude 
the Obscure” (Godard 71).  
• Rohmer compares Ugetsu to The Odyssey and Lancelot (Cahiers 81, 33). 
• Demonsablon compares Ugetsu to Paul Valéry’s poem “Cimetière marin” (Cahiers 
95, 3) 
• Luc Moullet compares Ugetsu to “Ray On dangerous grounds and Tabou by 
Murnau” (Cahiers 95, 22). 
• Rohmer compares Ugetsu to “Rossellini’s Fioretti” and Murnau’s “L’aurore” 
(Cahiers 81, 34). 
• Astruc compares Ugetsu to story of “Murnau or Rossellini – the only important 
stories” (Cahiers 95, 2). 
• Rivette compares Mizoguchi’s fascination with moral decrepitude to that of Ophüls 
(Cahiers 81, 31).  
• Godard compares Mizoguchi to “Murnau” and then to Rossellini’s Francesco, 
Guillare di Dio (Godard 70) and then to Griffith, Eisenstein, Renoir (Godard 71).  
• Moullet compares Mizoguchi to Ray and Rossellini (Cahiers 81, 31).  
• Moullet characterizes Mizoguchi’s mise en scène in Woman in the Rumor as “mi-
Ophüls, mi-Renoir” (Cahiers 81, 35).  
• Moullet compares Mizoguchi to Preminger (Cahiers 81, 35).  
• Moullet prefers Ugetsu to the second part of Ivan the Terrible (Cahiers 95, 23).  
• Demonsablon explains that Mizoguchi’s style is a combination of “Preminger and 
Bergman” (Cahiers 95, 3).  
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• Domarchi compares Princess Yang Kwei Fei to Hitchcock’s Vertigo (Cahiers 98, 57).  
• Domarchi states that Princess Yang Kwei Fei reminds him of Resnais (Cahiers 98, 
58). 
• Astruc compares Mizoguchi to Ophüls (Cahiers 100, 13).  
 Even more remarkable, perhaps, than the profusion and audacity of these pairings 
is that they range beyond cinema (from the silent era forward) to great landmarks of 
classical and modern literature. As such, the comparative method is shorthand for a 
constellation of assumptions and arguments about cinema itself. It is a no lesser art than 
poetry or fiction (as we will see reinforced in the synesthesic tendencies of the reviewers’ 
critical discourse). Cinema’s masterpieces, like those of other, wholly verbal arts, 
transcend time, place, and language of origin. And what allows bringing Mizoguchi alone 
among Easterners into a makeshift pantheon of elite Western artists is his mastery of a 
different, metaphorical, universal language: that of mise en scène. In the aggregate, the 
critics’ newfound comparisons reinforce their turning away from the earlier pairing of 
Mizoguchi with Kurosawa as a vehicle for critical-theoretical polemics. By Cahiers’ 
present standards, Mizoguchi rates as absolutely “incomparable” among Japanese 
directors. At the same time, the fact that it takes a whole history of Western art to detail 
his virtues also points toward the possibility of making him “incomparable” even by 
Western standards, as the closest approximation in all of world cinema to cinema’s 
otherworldly ideals.   
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The Supremacy of Taste 
 Jacques Rivette introduced Cahiers’ special issue with an article entitled 
“Mizoguchi Viewed From Here” (Cahiers 81, March 1958).468 The ambition of Rivette’s 
text goes beyond introducing the works of Mizoguchi: in this article Rivette reintroduces 
Mizoguchi as cinema’s ultimate master. The title, “Mizoguchi vu d’ici” also illustrates 
the process by which the assembled critics differentiated their own critical discourse from 
mainstream culture. “Seeing Mizoguchi from here” can literally mean observing a 
director’s work from the other side of the globe or, in this case, observing a Japanese 
director’s body of work from France. Alternatively, the title’s “here” and implied “there” 
may be read as setting Cahiers in opposition to all the other French film critics from 
whom the Young Turks sought to dissociate their superior critical positions and 
judgment,        
 Louis Marcorelles’ short review of the Life of Oharu illustrates the Young Turks’ 
sense of superiority. Marcorelles argues that Mizoguchi’s art exceeds the critical 
capacities of all but the most actively engaged viewers, because each scene is treated 
independently from the next, “which could explain the feeling of boredom for the passive 
spectator who is incapable of rewriting the film with the metteur en scène” (Cahiers 81, 
32).469 Luc Moullet similarly positions his critical thinking as superior to that of the “fake 
admirers of Mizoguchi” whose impatience he had observed at the screening of Woman of 
                                                       
468 « Mizoguchi vu d’ici, » Cahiers 81, March 1958. 
469 In the original French : « D’où l’impression d’ennui pour le spectateur passif, incapable de 
réécrire le film en compagnie du metteur en scène » (Cahiers 81, 32). 
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the Night. The film’s bareness was perhaps to blame (Cahiers 81, 31).470 Whereas from 
the thirtieth row the film might have appeared “static,” to a first-rate critic it was “highly 
dynamic” (Cahiers 81, 31).471  
 
Rivette Embraces Mizoguchi  
 Looking at the trajectory of Rivette’s critical writing and position at Cahiers 
reveals that, by the time of the Mizoguchi special issue, he had already established 
credibility with his colleagues. According to Morrey and Smith, Rivette’s opinions were 
held in such high esteem by Godard and Moullet that both critics were willing to “readily 
adapt their opinion of a film to accord with his” (9). In this regard, the choice of Rivette 
to introduce the Mizoguchi Retrospective can be understood as a further sign of respect 
from his peers and of his authority at the journal — an authority that would reach its peak 
in the early 1960s, when Rivette became Editor in Chief of Cahiers.  
 Like his colleagues, Rivette believed most fundamentally that cinema should 
transcribe the real on film. His early preference for self-effacing directorial style led him 
to admire the “invisible” rhetoric of Hollywood’s classical continuity system for 
maintaining clear and coherent event sequences and narrative lines (Morrey and Smith 
12). Unobtrusive direction was required for a film to bypass explanation and be felt. In 
one of his earliest reviews, Rivette expressed the simple but powerful idea that an auteur 
                                                       
470 In the original French : « C’est pendant la première partie, dépourvue de ces excès, que les 
faux admirateurs de Mizoguchi, jusqu’ici patients, commencèrent à faire grise mine » (Cahiers 
81, 31). 
471 In the original French : « Statiques pour le spectateur du trentième rang, sont d’un grand 
dynamisme pour celui du premier » (Cahiers 81, 31). 
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“does not demonstrate, he shows.”472 Retracing all the steps of Rivette’s theory of mise en 
scène is beyond the scope of this chapter; my focus here is on his experience of 
Mizoguchi as a vector of the future and on the overlap of shared elements between 
Rivette’s critical appraisals and those of his colleagues.  
 
Mizoguchi’s Universalism 
In his review of Ugetsu Monogatari, Rohmer takes the film’s Eastern origins as a 
point of departure in order to appreciate how Mizoguchi transcends those origins and 
presents a universal masterpiece. Rohmer characterizes Ugetsu as “the most Japanese of 
Japanese films,” yet at the same time the one to which European viewers can adapt with 
“the least amount of effort: when the words, ‘THE END’ appear, we can hardly believe 
that a whole hour and a half has elapsed” (Cahiers 81, 34).473 Irrespective of the film’s 
“intrinsic value,” Rohmer’s “Western” beholder sees it as working (in stereotypically 
Eastern ways?) to fuse all manner of opposites:    
It is the point of convergence of two worlds, two moral philosophies, two 
aesthetics, two esotericisms, which, through an art form that is highly favorable to 
universalism, are revealed to us at their most extreme, infinitely closer than we 
thought, even since Van Gogh. (Cahiers 81, 34)474  
                                                       
472 In the original French : « Il ne démontre pas, il montre. » 
473 In the original French : « Ce film, le plus japonais des films japonais, est en même temps celui 
qui exige du spectateur européen le moindre effort d’adaptation : venu le mot « fin », on a peine à 
croire qu’il se soit écoulé une heure et demie. Aucune salle parisienne n’a encore daigné l’inscrire 
à son programme » (Cahiers 81, 34).  
474 In the original French : « Plus encore que sur sa valeur intrinsèque parmi l’œuvre d’un très 
grand cinéaste, insistons donc sur la signification que revêt ce film à nos yeux d’Occidentaux. Il 
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Rivette, in his article on the Mizoguchi Retrospective (Cahiers 81, March 1958) cites this 
power of the auteur to achieve immediacy by fusing binaries as one that challenges and 
eludes the language of criticism. It is difficult to “talk about Mizoguchi without falling in 
a double trap: the jargon of the specialist or that of the humanist” (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 264). How is a critic to render the experience of seamless flow 
between filmic technique and fellow feeling?  Rivette’s reflection opens onto larger 
questions about the ideal relationship between a film and its spectator. Who is to judge 
the worthiness of a film or, for the matter, to decide on the criteria by which it should be 
judged? 
 Like his colleagues at Cahiers, Rivette explains that assessing a filmmaker with 
“foreign” origins, like Mizoguchi, adds another layer of complexity to the critical task. 
Should viewers analyze a film within its specific cultural context? If so, what would 
adopting this critical stance entail?  Is it even feasible or desirable for “us” to attempt 
understanding of Japanese cinema from the inside out? Rivette elaborates: “It may be that 
[Mizoguchi’s] films owe something to the tradition or the spirit of Nô or Kabuki; but then 
who is to teach us the deep meaning of those traditions, and is it not a case of trying to 
explain the unknown by the unknowable?” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 264). 
Although Rivette would later become a proponent of broadening film criticism to 
incorporate sociocultural analysis, here he more or less justifies Cahiers’ lack of interest 
in seeking to acquire deep cultural background and relay it to their readers. He does not 
                                                       
est le point de coïncidence de deux univers, de deux morales, de deux esthétiques, de deux 
ésotérismes, qui, par le truchement d’une forme d’art amie de l’universalité, nous sont découverts 
à leur degré de culminance extrême, infiniment plus proches que nous le pensions, même depuis 
Van Gogh » (Cahiers 81, 34). 
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fail, however, to cast an ironic glance at the meager returns (or, worse, unspoken cultural 
biases) of viewing foreign films only as a means to rediscover what we already knew (or 
should have known) about our common humanity:   
Is wanting to approach it [Mizoguchi’s work] in terms of the national culture and 
to find in it above all such great universal values make us any the wiser? That 
men are men wherever they may be is something we might have predicted; to be 
surprised by it only tells us something about ourselves. (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 264) 
 Leaving the still vexed aspects of his provocative questions to be taken up another day, 
Rivette then rejoins the terra firma of insistence on the director’s status as auteur: “what 
is beyond doubt is that Mizoguchi’s art is based on the play of personal genius within the 
context of dramatic tradition” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 264).  
 The pains Rivette takes to justify Cahiers’ exclusive focus and special issue on 
Mizoguchi in turn cement the link between auteur and mise en scène. “Why, Rivette asks 
out loud, “retrieve only Mizoguchi from those hazardous probings that are our visions of 
Japanese cinema?” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 264). The critic answers his 
own question with the claim that Mizoguchi’s films, “which tell us, in an alien tongue, 
stories that are completely foreign to our customs and way of life – do talk to us in a 
familiar language” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 264). By introducing the 
seeming mystery of how anyone might manage to speak simultaneously in “an alien 
tongue” and “in a familiar language,” Rivette sets up the big reveal where he identifies 
the familiar language “the only one to which a film-maker should lay claim when all is 
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said and done: the language of mise en scène” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 
264).  
 It is mise en scène, he contends, that makes cinema a universal art form and mise 
en scène, not more or less recognizable content or universal themes, that explains why 
Mizoguchi’s films “speak,” intelligibly, in a capacious, metaphorical sense of that verb, 
to Western audiences. Mise en scène, which alone encompasses the whole complex 
system of cinema’s expressive resources, must in consequence be acknowledged and 
cultivated as the only valid and viable method for approaching and evaluating cinematic 
works. So-called “foreign language” films thus become the clear-cut case in point from 
which the centrality of mise en scène to all films can be generalized. Rivette categorically 
argues that, if we want to understand Mizoguchi, it is the language of mise en scène that 
we have to learn and not Japanese (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 264).  
 Picking up the thread of Cahiers’ earlier anxiety about the seductions of 
exoticism, Rivette rejects the notion that he is attracted to Mizoguchi’s films by their 
exotic qualities. Exoticism, he argues, is a thin, slick, easily detectable veneer, not an 
inherent quality of Japanese cinema. Directors like Kurosawa and Kinugasa exude 
consumable exoticism. When it is served up as a mirror of Western desire, exoticism may 
confer a slight advantage in the public’s eyes over comparable Western films, but cannot 
compensate for mediocrity:  
[Exoticism] accounts sufficiently for the superficial tone that separates a Tadashi 
Imai (Darkness at Noon/Mahiru no ankoku – shown at the Cinémathèque in 1956) 
from a Cayatte, a Heinosuke Gosho (Where Chinmeys are Seen/Entotsu ni meiru 
basho) from a Becker, a Mikio Naruse (Mother/O-kasan) from a Le Chanois, a 
Teinosuke Kinugasa (Gate of Hell/Jigokumon) from a Christian-Jacque, indeed a 
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Satoru Yamamura (The Crab-canning Factory/Kanikosen) from a Raymond 
Bernard. (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 264-265)475 
 
From his foray into dispelling the anxiety of exoticism, Rivette returns once again to his 
central thesis. Unlike the other Japanese directors and their European counterparts, 
Mizoguchi is an auteur because he works within the framework of the universal language 
of mise en scène, “here brought to a degree of purity that our Western cinema has known 
only rarely” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 264).476   
 It remains to reprise, and forever lay to rest, Cahiers’ five-year-old preoccupation 
with the Mizoguchi-Kurosawa dyad. In tones that recall the French critics’ debate at its 
snidest, Rivette takes a partisan swipe for good measure at the state of Kurosawa’s 
filmography. Since the revelation of Rashõmon, he has been “passing from European 
classics to contemporary ‘adventure’ films with the peevish and humorless affectation of 
an Autant-Lara” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 265). In hindsight, it should be 
clear to what extent, in their first blush of enthusiasm for Japanese cinema, French 
cinephiles had over-rated Kurosawa’s films. His work is a perfect example of the 
“cinema of quality” so hated by the young Turks. He is insincere and driven by 
                                                       
475 Apart from Becker, none of the directors listed in his examples were credited by Cahiers with 
expressing a personal point of view. Becker was admired for having a strong personal style that 
came across the screen (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 23). Cayatte was criticized by 
Cahiers’ group for « seek[ing] themes too heavily related to contemporary reality at any price” 
(Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 43). Le Chanois was viewed as director who produced 
the highest quality of “Cinéma de qualité” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 35). Christian-
Jacque was another director categorized as a quintessential “Cinéma de qualité.”  
476 Rivette does however add that “we may perhaps leave out Kaneto Shindo (Children of 
Hiroshima/ Genbaku no ko) and Keisuke Kinoshita (She Was Like a Wild 
Chrysanthemum/Nogiku no gotoko kim nariki); the unfamiliarity of their inflexions, however, 
owes more to preciosity than to the impulse of a personal voice” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: 
The 1950s 265). 
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commercial ambitions. He is, in short, a mere director and not an auteur. As proof 
positive, Rivette summons the counterexample of Mizoguchi’s historical work to call out 
the excrescences of local color in Kurosawa’s samurai films: 
[Mizoguchi is where we would] search in vain for any trace of a duel or for the 
smallest grunt (those ‘picturesque’ qualities that made for the facile success of 
The Seven Samurai, of which we may now rightly ask whether it was especially 
aimed at the export market), and where an acute sense of the past is achieved by 
means of a disconcerting and almost Rossellinian simplicity. (Hillier, Cahiers du 
Cinéma: The 1950s 265) 
That comparison is as close as Rivette can come, or so he implies, to mentioning the 
director and the auteur in the same breath. Even then, Kurosawa’s trademark tics and 
suspect motives are rendered literally parenthetical to the authentic essence of cinema, 
and Mizoguchi is rescued to the more congenial and appropriately august company of 
Rossellini. Film criticism has internationalized its perspectives and consolidated its 
theoretical foundations to the point where mise en scène can supplant common national 
origins as the logical basis for likening or preferring one artist to another: 
Enough of comparisons: the little Kurosawa-Mizoguchi game has had its day. Let 
the latest champions of Kurosawa withdraw from the match; one can only 
compare what is comparable and equal in ambition. Mizoguchi alone imposes the 
sense of a specific language and world, answerable only to him. (Hillier, Cahiers 
du Cinéma: The 1950s 265) 
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Rivette thus proclaims the end of an era and calls for abandoning a critical commonplace 
that has outlived its usefulness. 
    And then there was one. In Rivette’s interweaving of film theoretical tenets with 
applications to Mizoguchi, the critic’s emphasis now shifts onto the importance for 
successful mise en scène of an individual authorial vision, an “I” of the camera, that 
commands all on-screen elements of a film and suffuses each shot. Having dismissed 
Kurosawa, Rivette can elaborate on the idea of a Mizoguchien world that is “answerable 
only to him.” Paving the way for his fellow critics to say what each of them finds so 
beautiful and most highly values in Mizoguchi’s films, Rivette settles for himself on the 
virtue of uncompromising integrity, defined as unconcern for playing or pandering to the 
audience:  “Mizoguchi charms us because in the first place he makes no effort to charm 
us, and never makes any concession to the viewer” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 
1950s 265). Rivette had given a similar compliment to Preminger in his review of Angel 
Face, which he commended as an “utterly enigmatic film that makes no pretense of being 
otherwise” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 133).  
  As wholly expressed with no aims to please through mise en scène, the 
individuality of a great auteur is thus understood by Rivette as beholden neither to 
cultural conditioning nor, finally, to the desiring consumer of popular entertainment. And 
it is individuality thusly extricated from contingencies of national origin and circuits of 
desire that underwrites Rivette’s contention that the “true universality” to which 
Mizoguchi can “lay claim” is “that of the individual” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 
1950s 265). This idea of conjoining universality with individuality is central to the 
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politique des auteurs and would be consistently expressed by Rivette’s colleagues at 
Cahiers in the months to come.   
 Meanwhile, the journal’s critics continued to defend not only Mizoguchi as a 
director, but also his — and cinema’s— universalism. In 1959, Cahiers published a 
Mizoguchi special issue (No. 95) in which the director’s filmography is reprinted from 
Kinema Jumpo, a Japanese periodical. Moullet writes the review of Ugetsu Monogatari 
and goes on record with a mid-course correction of his Western perspective: 
I admit to being victim to another temptation: the one that consists of taking 
Ugetsu for a Japanese film by Mizoguchi, while in fact, it is a film by Mizoguchi, 
comma, Japanese. The unique feature of masterpieces is to entirely overcome the 
“framework of collective civilizations,” if you can forgive me that barbarous and 
paradoxical assemblage of words. (Cahiers 95, 22)477  
Like Rivette, only more emphatically, Moullet takes international viewers off the hook of 
needing to know anything about Japan in order to appreciate Japanese cinema: “what we 
Westerners, don’t understand — meaning the local symbolism —makes absolutely no 
difference. What a glossary could help us decipher is of no artistic importance” (Cahiers 
95, 22).478  
  
                                                       
477 In the original French : « Je m’avouerais victime d’une autre tentation: celle qui consisterait à 
prendre Ugetsu pour un film japonais de Mizoguchi, alors qu’en fait, c’est un film de Mizoguchi, 
virgule, japonais. Le propre des chefs-d’œuvre est de dépasser complètement le cadre des 
civilisations collectives, si l’on me pardonne cette association de mots barbare et paradoxale » 
(Cahiers 95, 22). 
478 In the original French : « Ce que nous, Occidentaux, ne comprenons pas – c’est à dire la 
symbolique locale – n’a aucune espèce d’importance. Ce qu’un lexique permet de déchiffrer est 
de nul intérêt artistique » (Cahiers 95, 22). 
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Overcoming Thematic Concerns 
 Cahiers’ critics agree; there is a consistency of theme in Mizoguchi’s corpus. A 
number of the critics briefly name the overarching themes that each of them credits with 
unifying Mizoguchi’s work and to some degree individuating it, but never to the same 
degree as his mise en scène. Whereas the themes they identify look from a Western 
perspective to be recognizably universal, the critics do not argue for their universality — 
in deference, once again, to mise en scène as the key to credentialing of a “universal” 
auteur. What the critics meanwhile dismiss as entirely forgettable and irrelevant to their 
concerns is conventional understanding of how the plots of individual films unfold and 
operate as vehicles for thematic development. 
 Rivette, for one, cites Mizoguchi’s “fascination” with “the itinerary of moral 
decay (especially in the purest of young women), from pleasure to shame.”479 The fact 
that the same thematic concerns are addressed in Lady Musashino and Osaka Elegy, but 
without redundancy, is cited by Rivette as testifying to “the wealth of invention of our 
filmmaker” (Cahiers 81, 32).480 What Mizoguchi creates, according to Rivette, is a world 
“of the irremediable: but in it, destiny is not from the outset preordained: neither Fate nor 
the Furies. There is no submissive acceptance, but the road to reconciliation” (Cahiers 
                                                       
479 In the original French : « L’itinéraire de la déchéance morale, (celle surtout qui s’attache aux 
jeunes filles les plus pures), du plaisir à la honte à toujours eu pour lui [Mizoguchi] la même 
fascination que pour Ophüls » (Cahiers 81, 31).  
480 In the original French : « Reprenant presque tous les thèmes du précédent (…) la richesse 
d’invention de notre cinéaste » (Cahiers 81, 32). 
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81, 30).481 It seems likely that Rivette’s concern here is for making Mizoguchi’s 
originality stand out against a backdrop of thematic affinities with the worldview of 
Greco-Roman antiquity,       
 In his review of Princess Yang Kwei Fei, Louis Marcorelles likewise emphasizes 
that what Mizoguchi’s films impart is nothing less than a “vision of the world,” more 
specifically, “the reflection of a refined civilization, where the individual is only worthy 
if he accepts the rigorous moral codes” (Cahiers 81, 32).482 Princess Yang Kwei Fei puts 
Marcorelles in mind of another Mizoguchi protagonist: “O’Haru never considers 
revolting against her fate” because her life is driven by superior forces.483  According to 
Marcorelles: “Sentiment, or better yet, sentimentality, which is the plague of Western 
civilization, loses its central role here [in the film], but adheres to a code of honor where 
everything is back in the game” (Cahiers 81, 33).484 Again, East-West comparisons strike 
a balance between the familiar and the unknown, suggesting that an added benefit of 
reflection on Mizoguchi’s world may be to defamiliarize the (sentimental) West and, so, 
make it more knowable to Western viewers. Interestingly, a pattern also emerges in the 
critics’ discourse that is in seeming accord with their explicit admiration for Mizoguchi’s 
                                                       
481 In the original French : « Son univers est celui de l’irrémédiable : mais la destinée n’y est pas 
aussitôt destin : nul fatum, ni Erinnyes. Nulle acceptation soumise, mais le cheminement de la 
réconciliation » (Cahiers 81, 30).  
482 In the original French : « O-Haru est d’abord une vision du monde, le reflet d’une civilisation 
raffinée, où l’individu ne vaut que par son acceptation d’un code de morale rigoureux » (Cahiers 
81, 32). 
483 In the original French : « Mais jamais l’idée de la révolte n’effleure l’esprit de O-Haru : tout 
arrive selon une volonté supérieure qu’il serait absurde de prétendre contrecarrer » (Cahiers 81, 
32).  
484 In the original French : « Le sentiment, ou plutôt la sentimentalité, plaie des civilisations 
d’Occident, perd son rôle essentiel, et se rattache à un code d’honneur où tout redevient jeu » 
(Cahiers 81, 33). 
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refinement and simplicity: “sentimentality” here joins an accruing list of elements that 
viewers will find missing in his films: grunts, sword fights, Fate and Furies, and so forth.     
 As for Jean Domarchi, the theme of Yang Kwei Fei reminded him of Hitchcock’s 
Vertigo “because both films are a meditation on love and death” (Cahiers 98, August 
1959: 57).485 In his review of Ugetsu, Philippe Demonsablon concurs with Domarchi, 
saying, “Mizoguchi speaks to us about the simplest and most familiar things: life, death 
also, for there is no art of living without thoughts of death” (Cahiers 95, May 1959, “The 
Splendor of the Real” 2).486 Significantly, neither critic lets on that Mizoguchi’s are 
narrative films. Instead of telling stories, his films meditate or speak to us about things. 
 Or, rather, the particular stories these films do tell matter less to film authorship 
than the themes that can be abstracted from them, and those themes in turn matter less 
than mise en scène. As Rivette puts it, “Who cares about the anecdotes of the ten films 
we now know?” (Cahiers 81, March 1958: 30).487 Likewise, when Rivette writes in his 
review of Osaka Elegy that “[i]t is not the last time, or probably the first, that Mizoguchi 
tells us such a story,” (Cahiers 81, 31)488 it is with confidence that knowledge of the 
                                                       
485 In the original French : « On pense ici à l’admirable Vertigo d’Alfred Hitchcock car ces deux 
films ont en commun d’être une méditation sur l’amour et la mort » (Cahiers 98, « Une 
inexorable douceur » 57).  
486 In the original French : « Ainsi Mizoguchi nous parle des choses les plus simples et les plus 
familières : la vie, la mort aussi, car il n’est pas d’art de vivre où n’entre la pensée de la mort » 
(Cahiers 95, « La Splendeur du Vrai » 2).  
487 In the original French : « Qu’importent les anecdotes des dix films que nous connaissons 
maintenant ? » (Cahiers 81, 30). 
488 In the original French : « Ce n’est pas la dernière fois, ni sans doute la première que Mizoguchi 
conte semblable histoire : l’itinéraire de la déchéance morale (celle surtout qui s’attache aux 
jeunes filles les plus pures), du plaisir à la honte, a toujours eu pour lui la même fascination que 
pour Ophüls » (Cahiers 81, Elegie de Naniwa 31). 
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essential Mizoguchi does not depend on knowing all the storylines of his voluminous 
unexported corpus.  
 Marcorelles, reviewing The Life of Oharu, also starts by asserting that “it does not 
seem necessary to go back over the film at length.” Besides the fact that Oharu is the 
Mizoguchi film that French spectators know best, there is this: “The story itself might 
have no importance and exists only by the accumulation of significant details. Each scene 
is dealt with in isolation, apart from any dramatic progression” (Cahiers 81, 32).489 In 
Mizoguchi, the critics at Cahiers have found an auteur after their hearts, one whose 
signature style of storytelling makes viewing or reviewing for the plot more than ever 
beside the point of film criticism.   
 In 1960, the same reasoning around the subordination of narrative to thematics 
and thematics to mise en scène is still being applied at Cahiers. In his review of 
Mizoguchi’s Sansho the Bailiff (1954) Douchet rehearses the whole line of reasoning. 
The movie’s plot, he asserts, can be summed up in one word: “melodramatic.” From that 
seemingly pejorative categorization by genre, he proceeds with mock earnestness to make 
light of the contradictory ways in which Sansho might be interpreted:  
Is it a religious poem about the soul’s reincarnation, the hard necessity of our time 
on earth [...] and the unique chance for salvation that comes from knowing 
ourselves? Or is it a profoundly humanist film, practically atheist, which glorifies 
                                                       
489 In the original French : « Il ne semble pas nécessaire de revenir longuement sur le film de 
Mizoguchi le mieux connu du spectateur français. L’histoire n’a peut-être en soi aucune 
importance et n’existe que par l’accumulation des détails significatifs, chaque scène étant traitée 
isolément, en dehors de toute progression dramatique » (Cahiers 81, La vie de O-Haru, Femme 
Galante 32).  
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the man who dares to confront the divine order? (Cahiers 114, December, 1960, 
56)490  
Douchet concludes that the moral is as irrelevant as the stain of melodrama, since, 
however one might choose to interpret the film, “these themes bring nothing new” 
(Cahiers 114, 56).491 What makes Mizoguchi’s movies remarkable is their mise en scène: 
How much more exhilarating, by contrast, is the way in which Mizoguchi attacks 
a shot, the way he has of holding onto it, like a musical note, for its purely 
qualitative value. Mizoguchi’s art is musical. Rivette defined it marvelously: “An 
art of modulation.” (Cahiers 114, 56)492 
The momentum of Douchet’s prose thus sweeps his readers along from plot and genre to 
themes to the true heights of Mizoguchi’s artistry, where music takes over from narrative 
prose as cinema’s aspirational sister art.  
 The shot is at the heart of it all, as Rivette had previously suggested in other, less 
soaring terms, just in case further proof were needed that Mizoguchi excels at, and his 
inventiveness resides in, mise en scène. How else to explain that, despite extreme 
thematic repetitiveness from one Mizoguchi film to the next, “it is impossible to confuse 
a shot from one film with any other shot from any other of his other films” (Cahiers 82, 
                                                       
490 In the original French : « Est-ce un poème religieux sur la réincarnation des âmes, la dure 
nécessité du passage terrestre (en ce sens l’intendant Sansho serait comme le régent des forces 
terrestres) et l ‘unique chance de salut qui se trouve dans la conquête de soi ? Ou est-ce un film 
profondément humaniste, quasiment athée, qui glorifie l’homme qui ose affronter l’ordre divin ? 
(cf. la scène entre le moine-fils de l’intendant Sansho et Anskio)» (Cahiers 114, 56). 
491 In the original French : « Mais ces thématiques n’apportent rien de nouveau » (Cahiers 114, 
« La Connaissance Totale » 56).  
492 In the original French : « Combien plus exaltante, en revanche, est la façon dont Mizoguchi 
attaque un plan, la manière qu’il a de le tenir, tel une note, pour sa seule valeur qualitative. L’art 
de Mizoguchi est musical. Rivette l’avait déjà admirablement défini : « Un art de la 
modulation » » (Cahiers 114, 56). 
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32)? Taste for his themes no doubt had something to do with drawing Cahiers’ critics to 
Mizoguchi in the first place, as to the American and Italian directors with whom they 
compared him. Critic Fereydoun Hoveyda recalls that, at some point, “we realized that 
our favorite auteurs were in fact talking about the same things ... solitude, violence, the 
absurdity of existence, sin, redemption, love, etc.” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 
1950s 76). In the reviews under consideration here, this thematic appeal nonetheless 
comes across mainly through recourse to preterition; if the critics attend with varying 
degrees of admiration and precision to Mizoguchi’s themes, it is always in the name of 
asserting that his greatness lies elsewhere. 
 Accordingly, Astruc argues in regard to Ugetsu, that “with him [Mizoguchi], as 
with the great masters of the screen, it is never the plot, nor the form, nor even the effect 
that matters, nor even the possibility of placing frenzied characters within an extreme 
situation” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 268).493 But if not any of those, then 
what? The critics would need to the push the envelope of critical discourse in order to put 
words to the “music” of Mizoguchi’s mise en scène.    
 
Analyzing Mizoguchi’s Style 
 Each of the critics singled out certain technical elements of Mizoguchi’s mise en 
scène for particular praise. Outlining some of their individual enthusiasms will give a 
sense of the qualities they concurrently admired. 
                                                       
493 Cahiers 100, October 1959, « Qu’est-ce que la mise en scène » (13-16). 
  
235 
 Rivette, while noting his favorable impressions of, for example, Osaka Elegy’s 
“acute modernism,”494 elaborates most extensively on what he means by Mizoguchi’s “art 
of modulation” (Cahiers 81, 30).495 Rivette’s suggestive musical analogy, which earned 
fellow-critic Douchet’s hearty endorsement, encapsulates the prodigious range of 
composition technique and camera work that Mizoguchi brings to bear on creating an 
unparalleled sense of effortless simplicity. No two of Mizoguchi’s shots are identical, 
according to Rivette, because each shot “possesses its own tonality.”496 No sharp or 
attention-getting contrasts are drawn within shots or from one scene to the next. On the 
contrary, differences and compositional changes are subtle, fluid (as in classical chord 
progressions between musical keys) and understated (as by well modulated voices) and 
“everything yields effortlessly to a fundamental game of nuances.”497 In Lady Musashino, 
for example, Rivette notices how Mizoguchi plays with “a range of muted grays,” 
exceeding even his own usual high standards for ‘refinement” and “aptness” when it 
comes to making all-but-imperceptible “changes in pitch” [altérations de valeur] 
(Cahiers 81, 32).498  
                                                       
494 In the original French : « Mais ce film nous frappe surtout par le modernisme aigu de sa mise 
en scène » (Cahiers 81, 31).  
495 In the original French : « Tout s’accorde enfin à cette recherche du lieu central, où les 
apparences, et ce que l’on nomme « nature » (ou la honte, ou la mort), se réconcilient avec 
l’homme – recherche commune à celle du haut romantisme allemand, et d’un Rilke, d’un Eliot--, 
et qui est aussi celle de la caméra : placée toujours au point exact, tel que le plus léger 
déplacement infléchit toutes les lignes dans l’espace, et bouleverse le visage secret du monde et 
de ses dieux. Un art de la modulation » (Cahiers 81, 30). 
496 In the original French : « Chacun de ceux-ci possède sa tonalité propre » (Cahiers 81, 32). 
497 In the original French : « Un jeu de nuances fondamental à quoi tout se soumet sans effort » 
(Cahiers 81, 32). 
498 In the original French : « Celles de ce film, moins brillantes et laquées que celles de Madame 
Yuki, jouent sur une gamme de gris plus sourde : jamais peut-être Mizoguchi n’a poussé plus loin 
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 For Rivette, Mizoguchi’s camera is not only a faithful instrument of his all-
encompassing vision; precise camera work is the sine qua non of Mizoguchi’s “art of 
modulation.” Part of his simplicity can be attributed to knowing and playing by the rules. 
In this regard, Rivette calls attention to “the systematic use of the 180 [axis for not 
visually disorienting the viewer], which Mizoguchi will continue to use until Street of 
Shame, with the same straightforwardness and to the same good effect as a Lang or 
Ophüls.”499 More fundamentally, however, “in [Mizoguchi’s] hands, the camera becomes 
a tool of unprecedented precision, as sensitive to a micron of distance between two 
objects as to the slightest sigh, the tiniest change in the heroine’s heart” (Cahiers 81, 
32).500  In this camera-aided “game of nuances,” the auteur thus does his part, by enlisting 
all the on-screen elements of his mise en scène to plant subtle “clues,” whose aggregate 
effect — at least when sensitized, but still unsuspecting viewers play along — is 
“suddenly deeply moving”  (Cahiers 81, 32).501 
 Moullet echoes Rivette’s homage to Mizoguchi’s self-effacing technical 
virtuosity, but with a slightly different twist. What makes The Portrait of Madame Yuki 
realistic, according to Moullet, is that “in this film, technique, even at its most refined, 
                                                       
le raffinement, ni la justesse, sur les altérations de valeurs les moins perceptibles » (Cahiers 81, 
32).  
499 In the original French : « À remarquer, particulièrement, l’emploi systématique du 180, que 
Mizoguchi continuera d’ailleurs d’utiliser, jusqu’à La rue de la honte, avec la même franchise et 
le même bonheur qu’un Lang ou, toujours, Ophüls » (Cahiers 81, 31).  
500 In the original French : « La camera devient entre ses mains un outil d’une précision jamais 
atteinte, sensible au micron d’écart de deux objets comme au moindre soupir, la plus menue 
modification du cœur de l’héroïne » (Cahiers 81, 32).  
501 In the original French : « N’accusez jamais telle scène, sur ses premiers scènes, de banalité : 
une infime variation d’indice la fait brusquement bouleversante ; ne boudez jamais, sur ses 
premières scènes, un film de Mizoguchi : les derniers plans vous convaincront à toutes fois de 
votre rétrospectif aveuglement » (Cahiers 81, 32).  
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maintains the appearance of extreme simplicity.” By way of illustration, Moullet takes 
Cahiers’ readers back through the film’s final scene: 
 There is quite a long double or triple lateral travelling, starting at the edge of the 
woods and ending in the main room of the house, the now famous crane shot of 
the chair and coffee bar, framed from a distance and very high up, and the 
admirable final movement, very slowly descending the steep hill of the riverbank, 
five meters above the ground in order to come back and take up one of Yuki’s 
jewels, floating on the lake, which a post-Murnalian ripple pushes out of frame 
for an instant. (Cahiers 81, 31)502  
The critic’s intent is clearly to respect and emulate the kind of poetic simplicity he 
admires in the film itself. Save for the single word “admirable,” his account goes 
unadorned by editorial comment, as though to let the on-screen effects speak for 
themselves. Common nouns predominate, but Moullet’s retracing of the final scene is 
also undisguisedly studded with technical terms (“lateral travelling,” “crane shot,” 
“frame”) and a specialist allusion to Murnau. It takes no foreknowledge of the absent 
Yuki’s story to appreciate that Mizoguchi’s camera owns the scene and that its 
movements are investing decors, objects, and spatial relation with heightened reality and 
poetic significance.   
                                                       
502 In the original French : « Ici, la technique garde l’apparence d’une extrême simplicité jusque 
dans la recherche : il y a là un double ou triple travelling latéral assez long, depuis l’orée du bois 
jusqu’à la pièce principale de la maison, le déjà célèbre mouvement de grue de la chaise et du 
café, cadrés de loin et de très haut, et l’admirable mouvement final, descendant très lentement la 
pente raide de la berge, à cinq mètres au-dessus du sol pour venir reprendre l’un des bijoux de 
Yuki, flottant sur le lac, qu’une vaguelette post-murnalienne décadre un instant » (Cahiers 81, 
31).  
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 Moullet explains that Mizoguchi’s style is to present these camera effects 
“without hypocrisy,” that is, as effects, with no attempt to hide the fact that they are just 
that, effects. Thus exposed, they “lose their artificial character,” and “artifice laid bare 
becomes simplicity” (Cahiers 81, 31).503 “Restraint” is another, closely related 
watchword for what the Cahiers critics admiringly detect in all aspects of Mizoguchi’s 
style. Moullet here commends the editing of Madame Yuki as, by and large, “very 
restrained” (Cahiers 81, 31).504 On another level, again echoing Rivette, he praises the 
auteur for exercising exemplary restraint vis-à-vis the viewer. Not that Mizoguchi fails to 
load each frame with effects, “but it’s up to the spectator to go looking for them, not up to 
the metteur en scène to serve them to us on a silver platter by means of some 
expressionist solicitation” (Cahiers 95, 22).505 Would-be cinephiles have only themselves 
to blame if they fail to take Mizoguchi’s remoteness as a call from his champions to 
active viewership.  
 
M for Metaphysics  
 By contrast with Mizoguchi’s stylistic restraint, the most extreme expressions of 
the critics’ unbridled enthusiasm for their most favored auteur verged on idolatry. 
Several of his self-styled devotees endowed his work not only with great metaphysical 
                                                       
503 In the original French : « Présentés sans hypocrisie comme des effets, ils perdent ainsi leur 
caractère artificiel : l’artifice mis à nu devient simplicité » (Cahiers 81, 31).  
504 In the original French: « L’essentiel du découpage est d’ailleurs fort sobre : s’il y a tant de 
personnages dans le fond du champ, cela s’explique par des raisons matérielles, et non pas 
wylériennes » (Cahiers 81, 31).  
505 In the original French : « Le champ est bourré d’effets, mais c’est au spectateur d’aller les y 
chercher, non au metteur en scène de nous les amener sur un plateau par quelque sollicitation 
expressionniste » (Cahiers 95, 22). 
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depth, but also — strikingly, for reasons about which we can only speculate —with a 
special power to transcend boundaries and reconcile opposites. Perhaps, for these three 
years of his standing alone atop Cahiers’ pinnacle of cinematic genius, Mizoguchi served 
to epitomize the all-encompassing unity-in-diversity of mise or scène, or the singular 
vision of a true auteur’s multifarious corpus, or the possibility of universal national 
cinemas, or cinema itself as film theory’s modern-day synthesis of the six ancient arts, or 
even newfound harmony within the critics’ own ranks, or all of the above.   
  In any event, Rivette warmed to the task of idolization in the concluding section 
of his Introduction to the Mizoguchi Retrospective. The critic begins with suggestive 
paeans to the director’s dynamic (and therefore modern) artistry and to his knack for 
working within constraints that, almost by luck, he manages to overcome, Rivette’s first 
example of reconciling opposites follows, when a clash of nationality with universality 
gives rise to the prized third term of the individual auteur:  
Alone, it seems, of all the Japanese film-makers to stay within his own traditions 
(Yang Kwei Fei is part of the national repertoire by the same token as our Cid), 
[Mizoguchi] is also the only one who can thus lay claim to true universality, 
which is that of the individual. (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 265) 
A second example follows, in testimony to the director’s metaphysical profundity. 
Rivette admires the ways in which Mizoguchi’s films invariably dissolve distinctions 
among past, present, and future time, along a path that resembles the road to religious 
salvation:  
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Everything arises in a pure time which is that of the eternal present: there, past 
and future time often mingle their waters; one and the same meditation on 
duration runs through them all; all end with the serene joy of one who has 
conquered the illusory phenomena of perspectives.506  
Already extricated from conventional narrative plotting, invested with a unique tonality, 
and packed with a plenitude of clues, the shot/scene comes here to contain a glimpse of 
eternity.  
 Thirdly, Rivette compares Mizoguchi’s mise en scène to a musical score, but not 
just on the relatively pedestrian basis of comparative aesthetics. Instead, reverentially 
taking the comparison up a notch, Rivette makes the same claim as others have made for 
listening to classical music: that the experience of watching a Mizoguchi film is, beyond 
exquisitely moving and fleeting, nothing short of mystical. In Rivette’s words, “the only 
suspense is that irrepressible line rising towards a certain level of ecstasy, the 
'correspondence' of those final notes, those harmonies held without end, which are never 
completed, but expire with the breath of the musician” (Cahiers 81, 30).  If that were not 
enough, Rivette then expands the concept of “harmony” metaphorically to name, or begin 
to name, what Mizoguchi’s mise en scène, transcending all constraints of the filmic 
medium, has achieved:  
Everything finally comes together in that search for the central place, where 
appearances, and what we call 'nature' (or shame, or death), are reconciled with 
                                                       
506 In the original French : « Tout y survient dans un temps pur, qui est celui de l’eternel présent : 
temps passé, temps futur y mêlent souvent leurs eaux, une même méditation sur la durée les 
parcourt tous : tous s’achèvent dans la joie sereine de qui a vaincu les phénomènes illusoires des 
perspectives » (Cahiers 81, 30). 
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man, a quest like that of German high Romanticism, and of a Rilke, of an Eliot — 
one which is also that of the camera: placed always at the exact point such that the 
slightest shift inflects all the lines of space, and upturns the secret face of the 
world and of its gods. An art of modulation. (Cahiers 81, 30)507 
Here, it is not so much that Mizoguchi reconciles conceptual opposites as that he renews 
the modern individual’s quest for actual reconciliation (with the physical and 
sociopolitical ways of the world, including the fact of mortality) and reestablishes the 
centrality of that quest to human striving. En route to promoting the acuity of 
Mizoguchi’s camera as an instrument of quasi-religious revelation, thereby avoiding the 
trap of technique for its own sake, Rivette elevates Mizoguchi’s films to the status of 
bona fide spiritual exercises on a par with those of modernist literary giants and, at least 
implicitly, with the meditations and contemplative practices of Saint Ignatius.        
  Among echoing voices at Cahiers, Eric Rohmer, in concluding his review of 
Ugetsu, declares Mizoguchi’s work to be a supreme synthesis of aesthetic opposites:  
It is a summit where the most opposite tendencies of art, and art’s most diverse 
sources of inspiration, converge and amass. It is only possible to speak of him 
                                                       
507 In the original French : « Tout s’accorde enfin à cette recherche du lieu central, où les 
apparences, et ce que l’on nomme « nature » (ou la honte, ou la mort), se réconcilient avec 
l’homme – recherche commune à celle du haut romantisme allemand, et d’un Rilke, d’un Eliot--, 
et qui est aussi celle de la caméra : placée toujours au point exact, tel que le plus léger 
déplacement infléchit toutes les lignes dans l’espace, et bouleverse le visage secret du monde et 
de ses dieux. Un art de la modulation » (Cahiers 81, 30). 
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[Mizoguchi] though enumeration: he is, whatever perspective we take, both this 
and that, and even more that: their conciliation. (Cahiers 81, 33)508 
Louis Marcorelles, writing about the Life of Oharu, goes one step further, hazarding the 
proposition that Mizoguchi’s cinema crosses the line from art into life:   
 The genius of Mizoguchi is located almost beyond cinema, beyond the 
ephemeral, beyond the rules of genre or the laws of technique; it so closely 
embraces the spirit of a civilization that it destroys the very notion of art, and 
seems to confirm to us that Japanese life itself is an art. The most beautiful lie 
here meets the greatest selflessness. For once, cinema seems to exhaust its own 
excellence [“virtue”] and simply embrace life. Lies no longer have limits, and in 
the last images, Oharu, now grown old, begs for a living as she smiles under the 
rain. (Cahiers 81, 33)509 
Whether or not Mizoguchi would have recognized himself in any of these ultra-flattering 
portraits, the critics at Cahiers surely reached consensus, if not total unanimity, as to 
what their subject was about, and, over the years from 1958 to 1961, they developed an 
idiom for expressing what that was. In February1954, Rivette had praised Otto 
Preminger’s Angel Face by stating that “Preminger reduces his art to the essential” 
                                                       
508 In the original French : « C’est une somme où convergent et s’additionnent les tendances les 
plus opposées de l’art, ses sources d’inspiration les plus diverses. Il n’est pas possible de parler de 
lui que par énumération : il est, de quelque point de vue que l’on se place, à la fois ceci et cela, et 
quelque de chose de plus encore : leur conciliation » (Cahiers 81, 33). 
509 In the original French: « Le génie de Mizoguchi se situe presque au-delà du cinéma, de 
l’éphémère, des règles d’un genre ou des lois d’une technique; il épouse si étroitement l’esprit 
d’une civilisation qu’il détruit la notion même d’art, et semble nous confirmer que la vie 
japonaise elle-même est un art. Le plus beau mensonge rejoint le plus grand désintéressement. Le 
cinéma pour une fois semble épuiser sa « virtus », épouser simplement la vie. Le mensonge n’a 
plus de limites, et aux dernières image, O’Haru, vieillie, mendie en souriant sous la pluie » 
(Cahiers 81, 33). 
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(Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 1950s 132) and explaining that “this talent is first and 
foremost the function of a specific idea of cinema” (Hillier, Cahiers du Cinéma: The 
1950s 133).510 Rivette and company would obviously say the same about Mizoguchi; in 
fact, they did, in lavish detail. Precisely whose “idea of cinema” they ascribed to 
Mizoguchi— one they brought to his films or one they took away, or some of both? — is 
an intriguing, chicken-egg question that gets at the fundamental dynamics of evolving 
relationships among criticism, theory, artistic creation and the circulation of art works. 
Indisputably, the critics at Cahiers were inspired by access to Mizoguchi’s films to 
expand and refine their ideas of universal cinema, film authorship and mise en scène. And 
no less indisputably, they created an iconic “Mizoguchi” along the way of promoting 
those ideas.  
 By 1961, the critics’ passionate enforcement of politique des auteurs had 
succeeded: Mizoguchi’s Sansho the Bailiff was awarded the “Prix de la Nouvelle 
Critique” in 1960, and subsequently honored at the 1961 Cannes Film Festival in 
collaboration with the Cinémathèque Française. At the same time that Cahiers’ definition 
of mise en scène evolved and varied according to each critic’s own personal aesthetics, 
all of the critics united and made common cause around Mizoguchi. For three years 
running, he stood at their apogee of film authorship. Already in 1961, however, he had 
served their purposes:  interest in defending Mizoguchi began to wane and continued to 
                                                       
510 In the original French : « Le seul suspense étant celui de cette irrépressible ligne ascendante 
vers un certain palier d’extase, « correspondance » de ces notes sublimes, de ces accords 
interminablement tenus, et qui ne s’achèvent pas, mais expirent avec l’haleine du musicien » 
(Cahiers 81, 30). 
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weaken in years following as films representative of the Japanese New Wave took over 
international distribution.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 This study set out to explore the critical reception of Japanese cinema during the 
remarkably rich decade of the 1950s in French film criticism and to retrace the trajectory 
that led to Mizoguchi’s canonization as an auteur at Cahiers du cinéma. My research has 
also sought to reveal how the arrival of Japanese cinema fueled the debates of the 
politique des auteurs and the rivalry at the two prominent French film journals: Cahiers 
du cinéma and Positif. Through my findings, I link the distribution of Japanese films and 
critical reception to taste-making and provide scholars with empirical evidence and new 
translations that the increasingly globalizing field of cinema studies has been missing. 
 
 In his study of Kurosawa, Mitsuhiro Yoshimoto divides the history of American 
scholarship on Japanese cinema into three distinct scholarly approaches over a period of 
three decades: the 1960s, 70s and 80s.511 Yoshimoto names the first period as the 
“humanistic celebration of great auteurs and Japanese culture” and links this type of 
humanist criticism to two discursive systems: auteurism in film criticism and the legacy 
of the American military intelligence activity during and after World War II. Yoshimoto 
explains that the critical discourse of auteurism provided a malleable canvas for Western 
critics to transcend the contradiction of universalism and particularism. Before auteurism 
                                                       
511 Yoshimoto, Mitsuhiro. Kurosawa: Film Studies and Japanese Cinema. Film Studies and 
Japanese Cinema. Duke University Press, 2000. Print: 8-19. 
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was launched in the United States,512 critics at Cahiers du cinéma laid theoretical 
groundwork for this approach through the politique des auteurs that allowed them to 
transcend the specificity of history and cultural context. My research builds a bridge that 
allows for this theoretical model to be traced back to its origins in the writings of the 
French New Wave.  
  
 This study has shown the way Japanese cinema was critically received when it 
was first introduced in France. To accomplish this goal, I retraced the steps of Japanese 
films and compiled a definitive bibliography of critical writings at Cahiers and Positif, a 
process which had never been done before. Tracing the critical reception of Kurosawa’s 
Rashōmon revealed that Cahiers’ critics had no knowledge of Japanese cinema prior to it 
being awarded a Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival in 1951. The critics shared the 
opinion that through his film, Kurosawa exhibited technical prowess and a search for 
means that exceeded all expectations. This period of enthusiasm was quickly followed by 
a period of mistrust and doubt as critics became more knowledgeable about the Japanese 
film industry. My research illustrated the ways the young Turks’ anti-establishment stand 
and counter-cultural spirit influenced many of their critical reviews. Whether they reacted 
to an article published in Positif or to a film festival’s jury awards, their principal concern 
was to stay ahead of the curve. 
 My archival research allowed me to demonstrate that, apart from the International 
film festival circuit, Henri Langlois, as Head of the Cinémathèque Française was the 
                                                       
512 Principally by Andrew Sarris who turned the “politique” into a theory in his 1962 essay 
« Notes on the auteur Theory. » 
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most important figure in France to help distribute Japanese cinema. His efforts to educate 
and promote Japanese cinema in France were particularly successful thanks to his 
friendship with Mme Kawakita. By the late 1950s, as the young Turks gradually crossed 
over from being critics to become directors, their voices were increasingly influential in 
the French film community. By tracing the reviews at Cahiers, I demonstrated how the 
relationship between Langlois and his ‘children of the Cinémathèque’ was eventually 
reversed. If Langlois first showed a preference for Kurosawa by programming a special 
retrospective of the directors’ work, Langlois also responded to young Turks’ insistent 
demands by organizing special screenings of Mizoguchi’s work. These findings 
demonstrate the trajectory of a group of young men who gradually emancipated 
themselves from their mentor’s taste. This independence is also revealed through their 
arguments and debate with André Bazin, who was chastised for expressing his admiration 
for Kurosawa. 
 My study shows that the way Japanese films were distributed impacted critics’ 
appreciation of directors. Beginning with Rashōmon and the public acclaim the film 
received, this enthusiasm was dampened by the idea that Japanese production companies 
were creating films that were deliberately meant for export. The second problem faced by 
Rashōmon is that the film came from its mass appeal that ultimately conflicted with 
Cahiers’ elitist stand. The taste and choices made by Cahiers’ critics were driven by their 
desire to demonstrate a counter-cultural stand and their need for revolts. Just as critics 
began doubting Japanese cinema’s authenticity and sincerity, the films of Mizoguchi 
appeared on the film festival circuit and provided the critics with an alternate choice.  
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 I retraced the distribution of Japanese films at the Venice and Cannes film 
festivals to critical reviews and linked these reviews to Cahiers’ discourse on the film 
festival circuit. By examining these findings, I was able to see how critics’ 
discontentment against the system they felt was rigged held some truth. When it came to 
the Cannes film festival, Favre Le Bret held very close ties with the large studio 
companies in Japan and most particularly with Masaichi Nagata, head of Daiei. Cahiers’ 
critics denounced the priorities of film festival’s to focus on economic, political and 
diplomatic interests and the critics decried that such priorities hindered the development, 
innovation and diversity of cinema. My research demonstrates that while critics were 
quick to criticize the selection of film festivals, they made few efforts to screen Japanese 
films. Many Japanese documentaries and less well-publicized films addressing 
contemporary issues were screened that went unnoticed by the French critics’ during this 
decade. The exclusive choice of auteurs left some genres largely unexplored.  
 
 In addition to revealing judgments about Japanese cinema, the critical reception of 
Japanese cinema by Cahiers gave a new insight into Cahiers’ implementation of the 
politique des auteurs. The majority of the articles written by the young Turks revolved 
around American and Italian cinema and those articles and debates have laid a foundation 
for a large majority of the critical theory in film criticism. By translating the corpus of 
articles written on Japanese cinema, Kurosawa and Mizoguchi, this research allows us to 
regenerate the cross-cultural dialogue.  The canonization of Mizoguchi ultimately served 
Cahiers’ critics to reaffirm their aesthetic preferences, argue for mise en scène to be the 
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ultimate arbiter of taste and further try to answer Bazin’s fundamental questions “What is 
Cinéma?” 
 While my research ends in 1961, Cahiers’ admiration for Mizoguchi did not 
falter, and over the next five years, the film journal publishes a series of interviews with 
Yoshikata Yoda, Mizoguchi’s screenwriter.513 Cahiers continued to present Mizoguchi as 
a creative force whose vision brought a harmonious synthesis of heterogeneous elements 
through his mise en scène. Throughout the entire decade of the 1950s, the French critics - 
and this study - only discovered the tip of the iceberg and leaves much to be explored. 
                                                       
513 Cahiers publishes three interviews of Mizoguchi recorded in the 1950s Tsuneo Hazumi in the 
1950s (Cahiers 116, February 1961); a special double feature on the “United States, Japan, 
Mizoguchi, Brooks, Edwards, Imamura” in which it publishes a three part interview series of 
Yoshikata Yoda (Cahiers 166-167, 169, 172) which will later be published by Cahiers du cinéma 
as “Souvenirs sur Mizoguchi.” 
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APPENDIX 2 
 
Cannes 1953: Diplomatic Blunders 
 Organizing the Cannes Film Festival was a time-consuming process that was 
mostly governed by bureaucracy and diplomacy. Documents from the Cinémathèque 
Française’s FIFA archives illustrate how, in an age of telegrams and typed letters sent via 
airmail, the efforts to organize such a cross-cultural exchange were often tenuous. Each 
year’s process began with an official letter addressed to the Japanese ambassador by the 
French Minister of Foreign Affairs and officially inviting “all the Nations with which the 
French Government holds diplomatic relations” to participate in the Cannes Film 
Festival.514 The Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs then informed Favre Le Bret, 
director of the Cannes Organizing Committee, that “the Official Rules of the Cannes Film 
Festival were transmitted to the Motion Picture Association of Japan (Nihon Eiga Rengo 
Kai) and Japan will gladly participate at the event.”515  
 In the interest of transparency and fairness, the rules of the festival stated that 
Cannes’ organizing committee was to refrain from all direct communication with 
production companies of participating countries. However, records indicate that in 1953 
Favre Le Bret disregarded those rules and communicated directly with Masaichi Nagata, 
President of Daiei, to inform him that Japan was officially invited to participate in the 
                                                       
514 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondance, August 29, 1952. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. 
June 15, 2015. 
515 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondance, October 16, 1952. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. France. 
June 15, 2015. 
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festival.516 The files do not indicate that Le Favre wrote to other production companies in 
1953, thereby revealing the uniquely powerful role played by Nagata at that time. After 
producing Rashōmon (winner of the Golden Lion in Venice in 1951) and The Tale of 
Genji (winner at Cannes in 1952), Daiei had established itself as Japan’s most prestigious 
production company. In fact, Daiei would consistently have one of its films selected at 
the Cannes Film Festival for nearly a decade (with the exception of 1956). These 
communications also corroborate Cahiers’ accusations that Cannes was a festival that 
relied too heavily on politics and diplomacy.  
 The process of choosing which films would be entered in the official competition 
at the 6th Cannes Film Festival continued with notice from the Japanese Association of 
Film Producers to Favre Le Bret that they would be sending three feature films and three 
shorts.517 However, the Festival selected only two of the three short films: The Whale 
(Kujira), an animated short tale by Ofuji,518 and Momoyama Budsutsu, a documentary on 
Japanese Art during the Momoyama period (1532-1616), directed by Soya Mitzuki. 
Genbaku no zu, the third short film proposed by the Japanese Association of Film 
Producers, was denied under controversial circumstances by the Cannes Committee. 
 Documents concerning the organization of the 1953 Cannes Film Festival 
demonstrate the diplomatic difficulties that arose from Japan’s proposal to screen the 
                                                       
516 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondance. Letters dated 11 September, 1952 and 13 December, 1952. 
June 15, 2015.  
517 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, October 16, 1952. La Cinémathèque Française. June 15, 
2015. 
518 Ofuji’s film Grand Buddha had been entered during the 1952 Cannes Festival but was not 
rewarded.  
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documentary The Hiroshima Panels (Genbaku no zu) and Kaneto Shindo’s, feature film 
Children of Hiroshima (Genbaku no ko).  
 A month before Cannes opened in April, K. Inamura, President of the Hokusei 
Eiga Company, contacted Favre Le Bret to inquire about the “news” that “the 
International Film Festival Committee” had decided “to omit our Genbaku no zu and 
Children of Hiroshima (Genbaku no ko) for some unknown reason.”519 The letter 
requested an update on the status of Cannes’ film selection and stated that: “As 
representatives of those films, we wish to get an exact confirmation as soon as 
possible.”520 In his response to Inamura, Favre Le Bret conveniently responded that there 
was to be no direct contact between production companies and the festival organizers. As 
such, “any concerns should be taken up with the Official Delegates of your country.”521 
Le Bret reassured Inamura that “no decisions have yet been taken in regards to the films 
you mention,” and added that “the principal purpose of the Festival is to maintain an 
artistic endeavor and to promote the technical evolution of Cinema.”522  
 On March 26, 1953, two other Japanese production companies wrote a series of 
four letters inquiring about the status of Genbaku no zu and Children of Hiroshima. The 
first letter, addressed to Favre Le Bret, stated that Georges Sadoul, a Parisian 
correspondent, told them their films would be omitted from the program. This detail 
                                                       
519 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, March 16, 1953. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15, 
2015. Letter written in English. 
520 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, March 16, 1953. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15, 
2015. Letter written in English. 
521 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, March 16, 1953. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15, 
2015. Letter written in English. 
522 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, March 25, 1953. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15, 
2015. Letter written in English. 
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illustrates the influence of French film critics within the international film community. 
Sadoul was a film critic who often contributed to Cahiers and had a strong appreciation 
for films from countries beyond Western Europe and the United States. Unlike his 
colleagues at Cahiers, Sadoul was a fervent communist, and his political engagement 
exerted a decisive influence on his cinematic interests and critical discourse. Sadoul’s 
critical methods generally lay in judging a film for its socio-political impact. The 
majority of articles published throughout Sadoul’s journalistic career revolved around the 
study of geopolitical issues, with a particular interest in the study of film industries.523  
 The letter denounced the illegal nature of the film’s retraction and, although the 
Japanese producers did not identify the country that was trying to prohibit the screening 
of these two films, they did “assume that such a treatment by French authorities upon our 
films may be caused by the pressure of some other country.”524 The letter concluded by 
decrying such censorship.525 In his book on the history of film festivals, de Valck explains 
that it was the United States that had lobbied with the Cannes Committee against the 
Japanese entry of Children of Hiroshima (57).  
 In his coverage of the 1953 Cannes Film Festival, André Bazin alluded to the 
censorship of that film as an example of excessive censorship by festival organizers. His 
article mentioned Article 5 of festival regulations, which stated that a film could be 
                                                       
523 As early as 1946, Sadoul had published a two-volume history of cinema entitled General 
History of Cinema in an effort to acquire knowledge of developing countries’ film industry. The 
books were often criticized for their partisanship and inaccuracies.   
524 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, March 28, 1953. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15, 
2015. Letter written in English. 
525 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, March 28, 1953. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15, 
2015. Letter written in English.  
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shown as long as it did not offend another country’s sensibilities.526 Bazin explained that 
he “observed the alarming effects of diplomatic blunders,” and that while some 
constraints, like those set forth in Article 5, are justifiable, they should only exist 
“provided that everyone strives not to apply [them]” (Cahiers 23, May, 1953:11).527  
 Records indicate that M. Iwabuchi, the General Affairs Secretary of the Hokusei 
Eiga Co., also tried to appeal the Committee’s decision to censor the film in a telegram 
addressed to Jack Lang, French Minister of Culture, in which he stressed the film’s 
peaceful message: 
Those films were produced to promote peace, not only to the Japanese people but 
also to people worldwide. We Japanese have duty and right to tell the miserable 
result of the atom bomb and we believe it is the best chance to introduce these 
films at the International Film Festival in Cannes. We tried all efforts to send 
those films in spite of every financial difficulty. Besides, we believe that those 
films can encourage a peace-movement all over the world.528 
The files at the Cinémathèque Française also contain a letter of appeal addressed to the 
Cannes Film Festival Committee by the Youth Section of Nippon Kyogu Union Branch 
(Educational Material Manufacturing Workers Union), in affiliation with the “All Japan 
                                                       
526 While the censure of this film created no real scandal, the Festival committee would face a 
much larger problem with the censorship of Alain Resnais’ Night and Fog (1956), a documentary 
on the Holocaust which Germany censored through an appeal under Article 5.  
527 In the original French : « Bon ! Il faut bien admettre quelques servitudes diplomatiques dans 
un Festival international. L’existence du fameux article 5 est en son principe justifiée à condition 
qu’on s’efforce de ne pas l’appliquer. Le danger de l’académisme sur le plan esthétique est déjà 
un péril suffisant pour qu’on n’y ajoute pas par surcroît cette espèce de rabotage diplomatique 
dont les nations participantes doivent admettre la règle d’un jeu qui peut vouloir que le cinéma 
reflète dans certains cas l’idée que les peuples se font les uns des autres » (Cahiers 23, 11).  
528 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, March 30, 1953. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15 
2015. Letter written in English and quoted without as it was written. 
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Metal Workers Union.” In the letter dated April 7, 1953, the workers’ union expresses the 
right of the Japanese to have their experience revealed to the world, especially at such a 
pertinent time:  
We [the Japanese people] are the ones who had the bitter experience of war with 
the atomic bomb (…) and we believe it is very important that the two films 
concerning the atomic bomb be shown at the International Festival of Film, 
especially during a time when people around the world continue to develop 
atomic weapons (…) This is why we, peace-loving people, made efforts to send 
these films to the International Festival of Films in spite of strong opposition from 
the reactionary Japanese Yoshida Government.529  
 
There are no other letters in the Cinémathèque Française archives to explain the festival’s 
resolution, but we know that Children of Hiroshima was screened at Cannes as part of the 
1953 official selection, whereas Genbaku no zu (1953) was never shown.530 In fact, there 
are no traces of the latter film, only a record with the title Genbaku no zu and the 
production company, Shinsei Eiga were found.531 However, my research indicates that 
Genbaku no zu, translated as The Hiroshima Panels (Tableaux de la Bombe Atomique), 
could refer to the series of folding panels painted by husband and wife artists Iri Maruki 
and Toshi Mari. The panels depict the consequences of the atomic bombings of 
Hiroshima. The panel project began in 1950 and was finally completed in 1982.  
 The diplomatic blunder surrounding the screening of two films that depicted the 
consequences of the bombings of Hiroshima demonstrates the precarious diplomatic 
                                                       
529 FIFA 281 B45. Correspondence, April 7, 1953. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15 
2015. Letter written in English.  
530 FIFR 92 B15. La Cinémathèque Française. Paris. June 15 2015.  
531 Shinsei Eiga was founded by former Toho union members in 1950 and produced several 
politically charged works by Imai Tadashi and Tamomoto Satsuo Sharp, Jasper. Historical 
Dictionary of Japanese Cinema. U.K.: Scarecrow Press Inc., 2011: xxxi.  
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relations between Japan and Western nations in the early 1950s. We now need to 
examine how Cahiers’ critics evaluated the new genre of Japanese postwar neorealism 
illustrated by the controversial films.   
   
Japanese Neorealism at Cannes 
 The Cannes Film Festival, held April 15-29, 1953, was dominated by a selection 
of Japanese films that were originally censored under Japan’s American Occupation: 
Kaneto Shindo’s Children of Hiroshima (Genbaku no ko) Minoru Shibuya’s Gendai-jin 
and Teinosuke Kinugasa’s Dedication of the Great Buddha (Daibutsu Kaigen). The new 
genre of Japanese films exemplified by these three dealt with the social, human, and 
moral problems faced by postwar Japan.  
In his coverage of that year’s festival, Bazin expresses an optimistic outlook for 
the future of cinema and praises festivals for showcasing an international film perspective 
in a community of like-minded people: 
The only two truly justifiable reasons for this type of event are no doubt; first the 
possibility they offer of a global panorama of film production, allowing better 
appreciation of certain general developments than would viewing spaced out over 
the year; but also bringing together over a cofor several days, in a kind of open 
conference, film people, creators and critics from all parts of the world. (Cahiers 
23, May, 1953: 8)532 
                                                       
532 In the original French : « Les deux seuls justifications profondes de ce genre de manifestations 
sont d’abord sans doute la possibilité qu’elles offrent d’un panorama de la production 
cinématographique mondiale, permettant de mieux apprécier qu’une vue étalée sur l’année 
  
257 
The story of Dedication of the Great Buddha (Daibutsu Kaigen) takes place in 
745 BC and is based on a legendary rivalry between two families, one of which wants to 
erect the 53-meters statue of Buddha to ensure peace and prosperity for the region. In an 
effort to promote its film and persuade the Jury of the film’s worthiness, Daiei published 
and distributed a press file that reminded the Jury and the press of its accomplishments. 
This document illustrates the thought process that led Daiei to produce films that Western 
film festivals would enjoy. To make Dedication of the Great Buddha, it seems as though 
Daiei grouped many elements that had been successful in the past. The film was directed 
by the “renowned and respected director” Teinosuke Kinugasa; Kohei Sugiyama, who 
was in charge of the camera, had been recognized with a cinematography award for The 
Tale of Genji (Genji Monogatari); and lead actress Machiko Kyo, had starred in 
Rashōmon and The Tale of Genji. However, despite all of Daiei’s efforts to create an 
award-winning film by combining genre, director, cameraman and talent, the film was 
not awarded a prize and was mostly ignored by Cahiers’ critics.533 
 The other feature-length film screened at Cannes that year was Gendai-jin, a 
modern drama produced by Shochiku which denounced the corruption and moral failures 
of postwar Japan.534 Shibuya was an established director in Japan who had begun his 
                                                       
certaines évolutions générales, mais aussi de grouper pour quelques jours, en une sorte de libre 
congrès, des gens de cinéma, créateurs et critiques de tous les points du monde » (Cahiers 23, 8). 
533 FIFR 92 B15, La Cinémathèque Française. Paris, France. June 15 2015.  
534 The protagonist, Oguino, is an important civil servant at the Ministry of Reconstruction. He 
iscorrupted by Iwamitsu, who makes his mistress, Shinako, seduce Oguino. Oguino’s young 
employee, Odaguiri, is in love with Oguino’s daughter Izumi, and he does everything he can to 
save his boss, even going so far as to become the lover of Shinako. This leads to a battle with 
Iwamitsu, after which Odaguiri’s sets the Ministry on fire. On death row, he continues to 
safeguard his boss’s corruption, leading Izumi to say she loves him.  
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career in 1936. Gendai-jin had been extremely well received in Japan and critics had 
praised its technical perfection. French critics however paid no attention to the film. 
 All eyes were fixed on the controversial Children of Hiroshima (Genbaku no ko), 
produced by Kindai Eiga Kyokai. The film tells the story of a Japanese schoolteacher 
who returns to her hometown of Hiroshima seven years after the devastation of the 
atomic bomb.535 Children of Hiroshima captures the devastating aftermath of the 
bombing and the desperation that ensued. The film was also groundbreaking because it 
marked the first time a director tried to render on-screen the detonation of the bomb and 
its effects on human bodies.536  
 In his review for L’Humanité, Sadoul explains that the film was “powerful and 
grandiose in its simplicity” and lamented that the Cannes Film Festival organizers shied 
away from promoting Children of Hiroshima for political reasons (L’Humanité, April 23, 
1953).537 Sadoul suggests that Cannes “purposely” excluded its screening at gala evenings 
“so as to not offend the countless drunken American sailors who are roaming around in 
front of the Palace of the Festivals after dark.” Despite this setback, Sadoul recalled that 
“many spectators could not hold back tears” and that he overheard critics agree that this 
                                                       
535 The film was originally sponsored by the Japanese Teachers Union, but they were dissatisfied 
with Shindo’s self-critical film and commissioned another film on Hiroshima by Sekigawa Hideo. 
536 Generally referred to as the “pika don.” The moment the bomb detonated is called the “pika.” 
The brilliant light was then followed by the “don,” the thunderous blast.  
537 In the original French : « Cette œuvre puissante et grandiose dans sa simplicité a été à dessein 
exclue des soirées gala pour ne pas contrister sans doute les innombrables marins américains ivres 
qui déambulent la nuit tombée devant le Palais des Festivals » (L’Humanité, April 23, 1953).  
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film reminded them of their experience of discovering Rossellini’s Rome, Open City or 
De Sica’s Shoeshine (L’Humanité, April 23, 1953).538 
 In the review he wrote for Cahiers, Sadoul was adamant that the only reason the 
film was not awarded the Grand Prize was that the jury was incapable of handling the 
film’s “controversial subject” (Cahiers 28, November, 1953: 10).539 In the same article, 
Sadoul compares the Japanese social-realist genre he witnessed at Cannes to the Italian 
“Neorealist” school that arose after the fall of Fascist Italy.540 The Neorealist movement 
reflected a preoccupation with contemporary social issues by mixing a documentary and 
realistic filmic style with social engagement. Sadoul therefore wants to know: “Does 
Japanese neorealism exist? Has this new school brought, since 1950, revelations 
comparable to those of the Italian Neorealist school since 1945?” (Cahiers 28, 7).541 
Neorealism was popular with film critics at Cahiers as it exemplified André Bazin’s 
appreciation for realist film theory, the idea that the essence of filmmaking was founded 
on its ability to record and capture reality.  
 To understand the development of the Neorealist genre in Japan, Sadoul explained 
to his readers that the Japanese film industry was controlled by “five large Japanese 
                                                       
538 In the original French : « Beaucoup de spectateurs n’ont pu retenir leur larmes. Et à la sortie, 
plusieurs critiques s’accordaient à dire qu’ils venaient d’assister à une révélation pareille à celle 
que leur apportaient jadis les premiers films italiens : Rome ville ouverte ou Sciuscià » 
(L’Humanité, April 23, 1953). 
539 A few months later that year, Jacques Doniol-Valcroze also wrote an article reviewing the film 
(Cahiers 34, April 1954: 61-63) and concurred that it was “unfairly absent from the 1953 Cannes 
Film Festival.”  
540 The school of Neorealism in Italy is usually credited to Rossellini and includes some of the 
most highly regarded directors such as De Sica and Visconti. The majority of the films were 
filmed in the street, with non-professional actors.  
541 In the original French : « Existe-t-il un « néoréalisme Japonais » ? La nouvelle école a-t-elle 
apporté depuis 1950 des révélations comparables à celles de l’école néo-réaliste italienne depuis 
1945 ? » (Cahiers 28, 7). 
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studios” which produced “on average 200 to 220 large budget films a year” (Cahiers 28, 
7-8).542 Like his colleagues at Cahiers, Sadoul believed that the international success of 
Rashōmon influenced Japanese film studios, especially those interested in gaining 
economic and international recognition, causing them to focus their production on period 
dramas, which he refers to as ‘sword films’: “Rashōmon’s big success abroad contributed 
to orienting recent Japanese production even more toward sword films. The film (as we 
know) was nonetheless hardly noticed in Japan, where critical reception was less than 
favorable.” (Cahiers 28, 12).543  
Despite the monopoly of this “enormous Japanese industry,” Sadoul was pleased 
to report that independent films were nevertheless “thriving” in Japan by virtue of “their 
production values” and “the boldness of their topics, which seem to exceed the most 
daring Italian productions” (Cahiers 28, 18).544 Sadoul explains that “all the art here [in 
Children of Hiroshima] is in the bareness; [the film is going for] an expression of the 
                                                       
542 In the original French : « La production japonaise est aujourd’hui, en quantité, l’une des 
premières du monde, puisqu’elle édite en moyenne 200 à 220 grands films par an (…) L’énorme 
production nippone est surtout l’œuvre de cinq grands studios » (Cahiers 28, 7-8). 
543 In the original French : « Le gros succès de Rashomon, à l’étranger, contribua à orienter 
d’avantage encore la production japonaise récente vers les films sabre. Le film avait pourtant (on 
le sait) commencé par passer quasi inaperçu au Japon, où la critique lui avait été peu favorable » 
(Cahiers 28, 12).  
544 In the original French : « Les films indépendants de l’école « néo-réaliste » japonaise, qui ne 
sont encore connus en France que par l’admirable Enfants d’Hiroshima sont donc actuellement en 
plein essor. Ils se situent à l’avant-garde de la production japonaise par la valeur de leur 
réalisation, comme par la hardiesse de leurs sujets, qui paraît dépasser les plus grandes audaces 
italiennes » (Cahiers 28, 18). 
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classical style, always remaining short of the event. But a mesmerizing harmony is born 
of the combination of images and sound” (Cahiers 28, 10).545 
Sadoul is so impressed with Children of Hiroshima that he compares it to Vittorio 
De Sica’s highly regarded last scène in Bicycle Thieves (1948). In 1948, André Bazin had 
hailed the Italian film as the most perfect representation of “pure cinema,” a film in 
which “real people” were depicted in a “real” environment, doing “real” things.546 By 
1953, De Sica’s film embodied the greatest strengths of the Italian Neorealist movement 
— emotional clarity, social rectitude, and brutal honesty — and was a favorite of all of 
Cahiers’ critics. For Sadoul, Children of Hiroshima’s “bareness, in its emotional intensity 
and modesty” is truly very like the scene in Bicycle Thieves (Cahiers 28, 10).547  
 Sadoul concludes his article on a positive note. In his view, there is no doubt that 
Children of Hiroshima points to a positive evolution of film genre that will inevitably 
result in a larger neorealist movement in Japanese cinema: “If it’s proven that a swallow 
                                                       
545 In the original French : « Tout l’art ici est dans le dépouillement, on recherche une expression 
de style classique, restant toujours en deçà de l’événement. Mais une harmonie envoûtante naît de 
la combinaison des images et des sens » (Cahiers 28, 10). 
546 André Bazin on Bycicle Thieves: “De Sica's supreme achievement, which others have so far 
only approached with a varying degree of success or failure, is to have succeeded in discovering 
the cinematographic dialectic capable of transcending the contradiction between the action of a 
"spectacle" and of an event. For this reason, Ladri di Biciclette is one of the first examples of pure 
cinema. No more actors, no more story, no more sets, which is to say that in the perfect aesthetic 
illusion of reality there is no more cinema. Originally published in Esprit, November 1949, 
"Voleur de bicyclette”; Bazin, André. What Is Cinema? Ed. Bert Cardullo. Trans. Hugh Gray. 
Vol. 2. Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1971. Print : 60. 
547 In the original French : « Ici, le dépouillement rejoint véritablement dans l’intensité 
émotionnelle et la pudeur, la dernière scène du Voleur de Bicyclette » (Cahiers, 28, 10).  
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makes the spring, we can, since the showing of Children of Hiroshima at Cannes, speak 
of a Japanese neo-realism” (Cahiers 28, 12).548 
 A year later, Children of Hiroshima was commercially released in Parisian 
screening rooms, and the film was shown at the newly established Karlovy Vary Festival 
in July 1954. Georges Sadoul attended the Karlovy Vary Festival in his capacity as Vice 
President of the Jury. In his review of the festival for Cahiers entitled « Petite Chronique 
du Festival Inconnu » he once again praised the film. He was adamant that the only 
reason the film was not awarded at prize at Cannes was because of that event’s 
“academism” and “festivals perspective” (Cahiers 40, 27).549 In his opinion, the “birth 
and sudden blossoming of neo-realist Japanese cinema” marked “the most important 
event in international cinema since 1950” (Cahiers 40, November, 1954: 27).550  
 André Bazin shared Sadoul’s enthusiasm for Children of Hiroshima. In an article 
entitled “An Apocalyptic Pilgrimage: Kaneto Shindo’s Children of Hiroshima” published 
on March 10, 1954 for the daily newspaper Le Parisien Libéré, Bazin welcomed the 
opportunity to “discover a very different aspect of Japanese film production” (Global 
Cinema 150). In the article, Bazin also classified Children of Hiroshima as an example of 
‘Japanese Neorealism,’ analogous with certain contemporary Italian films. For Bazin, this 
film attests to the progress of Japan’s cinematographic industry: in addition to “evoking 
                                                       
548 In the original French : « S’il est prouvé qu’une hirondelle fait le printemps, on peut depuis la 
présentation à Cannes des Enfants d’Hiroshima parler d’un néo-realisme japonais » (Cahiers, 28, 
12).  
549 In the original French : « Ainsi, « l’académisme » et « l’optique des Festivals » avaient-ils 
empêché de discerner alors l’événement (…)» (Cahiers 40, 27). 
550 In the original French : « Ainsi, « l’académisme » et « l’optique des Festivals » avaient-ils 
empêché de discerner alors l’événement le plus important du cinéma international depuis 1950, la 
naissance et le subit épanouissement du néoréalisme Japonais » (Cahiers 40, 27). 
  
263 
the ancient morals of princely courts of the seventeenth century, (…) Japanese 
filmmakers make numerous thought-provoking films in which the social problems of the 
postwar period are approached with frankness” (Global Cinema 150). Bazin found that 
Japanese Neorealist films exhibited the same stylistic perfection as “historical dramas and 
legendary” Japanese films (Global Cinema 150).  
 Bazin admits that, at first, the story of Children of Hiroshima could seem to be 
“somewhat melodramatic” (Global Cinema 151). However, he found that the film 
addressed the multidimensional aspects of the devastation of the atomic bomb with 
objectivity and humanity. Bazin was particularly receptive to the film’s pacifist message: 
Without hatred, without even resentment, with, in my opinion, a politeness or 
courtesy of feeling that is but a superior form of wisdom, this film evokes the 
fearsomeness of the bomb, especially—and possibly more terribly—the indelible 
terror with which it has marked humanity. The burns on the face of this old 
beggar are but the hideous mask of our own anguish, an anguish borne [sic] of 
that which was supposed to deliver us from all anguish. (Global Cinema 151) 
In his concluding remarks, Bazin hails Children of Hiroshima as “an extraordinary 
meditation, a sort of realistic poem about the singular tragedy of our time,” (Global 
Cinema 151) and adds:  
In this deeply moving film, which gives a lesson in dramatic sobriety to Western 
cinema, one will admire the paradoxical synthesis of horrid violence, sustained 
tragic intensity, and the most delicate reserve, of which the practice of hara-kiri is 
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the traditional symbol. Children of Hiroshima is truly a great film that is also—
alas!—a film of our times. (Global Cinema 151) 
The screening of Children of Hiroshima marked the first time Cahiers’ critics expressed 
their appreciation for a Japanese film that was not rewarded at a film festival. Even 
though the scandal that surrounded Cannes’ attempt to censor the film might explain 
Cahiers’ interest, the film is particularly important because it allowed French critics to 
discover a thought-provoking, socially and politically engaged Japanese film genre and, 
in time, to develop a greater appreciation of Japanese cinema overall.  
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APPENDIX 2 
Selected Filmography/ Film Credits 
The following list of films is arranged by chronological order. The English translation of 
the title is followed by the French titles and the original Japanese title.   
Osaka Elegy (1936) 
Elegie de Naniwa 
Naniwa Eregii  
Director: Kenji Mizoguchi 
Screenplay: Kenji Mizoguchi, Yoshikata Yoda 
Producer: Shochiku Co. 
Camera: Minoru Miki 
Running time: 90 minutes 
Cast: Isuzu Yamada, Kensaku Hara, Benkei Shiganoyo, Yoko Umemura, Eitaro Shindo  
 
The Men Who Tread on (the) Tiger’s Tail/Those Who Step on the Tail of the Tiger 
(1945) 
Sur la Piste du Tigre/Sur la Queue du Tigre  
Tora no o o fumu otokotachi 
Director: Akira Kurosawa 
Screenplay: Akira Kurosawa 
Camera: Takeo Ito 
Producer: Motohiko Ito: Toho Co., Ltd. 
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Art Direction: Kasue Kubo 
Music: Tadashi Hattori 
Edited: Toshio Goto 
Cast: Denjiro Okochi (Benkei), Susumu Fujita (Tagoshi), Kenichi Enomoto (Mountain 
Guide).  
 
No Regrets for my Youth (1946) 
Rien à regretter de ma jeunesse  
Waga seishun ni kuinashi 
Director: Akira KUROSAWA 
Screenplay: Eijiro HISAITA 
Camera: Asakazu NAKAI 
Music: Tadashi HATTORI 
Cast: Setsuko HARA, Susumu FUJITA, Denjiro OKOCHI, Haruko SUGIMURA, Eiko 
MIYOSHI, Aritake KONO 
110 minutes, b/w 
 
Drunken Angel (1948) 
L’ange Ivre  
Yoidore Tenshi 
Director: Akira Kurosawa 
Screenplay: Keinosuke Uekasa and Akira Kurosawa 
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Camera: Takeo Ito 
Lighting: Kinzo Toshikawa 
Sound Recording: Tataro Konuna 
Art director: So Matsuyama 
Running time: 97 minutes 
Cast: Takashi Shimura, Toshiro Mifune, Michiyo Kogure  
 
Women of the Night (1948) 
Les Femmes de la Nuit 
Yoru no onnatachi 
Director: Kenji MIZOGUCHI 
Screenplay: Yoshikata YODA, Based on the novel by Eijiro HiSAITA 
Producer: Hisao ITOYA 
Camera: Kohei SUGIYAMA 
Editing: Tatsuko SAKANE 
Music: Hisato OSAWA 
Cast: Kinuyo TANAKA, Sanae TAKASUGI, Tomie TSUNODA, Mitsuo NAGATA 
74 minutes, b/w 
 
Coming Home (1949)  
Kikoku damo 
Director: Sato Takeshi  
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Screenplay: Kishi Matsuo  
Producer: Shin Toho  
Cast: Inoue Masao, Ohinata Den, Ikebe Ryo, Yamaguchi Yoshiko, Fujita Susumu  
 
Escape at Dawn (1950) 
Akatsuki no dasso 
Director: Taniguchi Senkichi  
Screenplay: Taniguchi Senkichi, Kurosawa Akira  
Producer: Shin Toho  
Cast: Ikebe Ryo, Yamaguchi Yoshiko, Ozawa Ei, Tanaka Haruo  
 
A Portrait of Madame Yuki (1950) 
Le Destin de Madame Yuki 
Yuki Fujim Ezu  
Director: Kenji MIZOGUCHI 
Screenplay: Kazuro FUNABASHI, Yoshikata YODA, Seiichi FUNABASHI 
Producer: Kazuo TAKIMURA 
Camera: Jôji OHARA 
Editing: Toshio Gotô 
Sound: Masakuza KAMIYA 
Music: Fumio HAYASAKA 
Cast: Michiyo KOGURE, Yoshiko KUGA, Ken UEHARA, Eijiro YANAKI 
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88 minutes, color  
 
Rashomon (1950) 
Director: Akira Kurosawa 
Screenplay: Akira Kurosawa and Shinobu Hashimoto, from the stories “Rashomon” 
(1915) and “In a Grove” (1921), by Ry˜unosuke Akutagawa. 
Camera: Kazuo Miyagawa 
Producer: Masaichi Nagata, Daiei 
Editor: Akira Kurosawa 
Music: Fumio Hayasaka 
Production Designer: Takashi Maysuyama 
Cast: Toshiro Mifune (Tajomar), Machiko Kyo (Masako Kanazawa), Masayuki Mori 
(Takehiro Kanazawa), Takahi Shimura (woodcutter), Minoru Chiaki (priest), Kichijiro 
Udea (commoner), Noriko Honma (medium), Daisuke Kato (policeman) 
88 minutes, 35 mm, b/w 
 
The Idiot (1951) 
L’idiot  
Hakuchi 
Director: Akira Kurosawa 
Screenplay: Kaneto Shindo 
Based on the novel by: Fyodor Dostoevsky  
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Producer: Shochiku Co. 
Running time: 1 hour 37 minutes.  
Cast: Masayuki Mori (Muichkine), Toshiro Mifune (Rogojine), Setsuko Hara (Natsasia), 
Kura Yoshiko (Aglae) 
 
The Life of Oharu (1951) 
La Vie d’Oharu, Femme Galante 
Saikaku Ichidai onna 
Director: Kenji Mizoguchi 
Producer: Hideo Koi 
Screenplay: Yoshikata Yoda 
Based on the novel by: Saikaku Ohara “Koshoku Ichiai onna” 
Producer: Shin Toho 
Cinematography: Yoshimi Hirano 
Production design: Hiroshi Mizutani 
Editor: Toshio Goto 
Music: Ichiro Saito 
Artistic and historical Advisor: Isamu Yoshii 
Cast: Kinuyo Tnaka (O’Hara), Toshiro Mifune (Katsunosuke), Ichiro Sugai (O’Haru’s 
father), Tsukie Matsuura (mother), Masao Shimizu (Kikunokoji), Jukichi Uno (Yakichi) 
142 minutes, b/w 
Awards: Silver Lion, Venice 1952 
  
271 
The Tale of Genji (1951) 
Le Roman de Genji 
Genji Monogatari 
Director: Kosaburo Yoshimura 
Screenplay: Kaneto Shindo  
Based on the novel of: Murasaki-Shikibu 
Producer: Masaichi Nagata, Daiei 
Camera: Kohei Sugiyama 
Editor: Shigeo Nishida 
Decors: Hiroshi Mizutani 
Music: Akira Ifukube 
Cast: Kazuo Hasegawa (Hikaru Genji), Michiyo Kogure (Mme. Fujitsubo), Machiko Kyo 
(Mme Awaji), Mitsuko Mito (Mme Aoi), Nobuko Otowa (Mme Murasaki), Yumiko 
Hasegawa (Mlle Oborozukiyo) 
121 minutes, b/w 
 
Comical sculptures (1952) 
Vieux temples, vieilles statues  
Jodai Chokoku 
Director: Soya Mizuki 
Camera: Kazuei Nakazuka 
Production: Mitsui Geitsutsu  
  
272 
Director of Production: Eiji Murayama 
Lighting: Kentaro Kondo 
Music: Fumiwo Hayazaka 
Commentary: Shigeru Mikami 
19 minutes, b/w 
Entered in the 1952 Cannes Film Festival 
 
Living/To Live/Doomed (1952) 
Vivre 
Ikiru 
Director: Akira Kurosawa 
Screenplay: Akira Kurosawa, Shinobu Hashimoto, Hideo Oguni 
Camera: Asaichi Nakai 
Producer: Toho Co.  
Editor: Kõichi Iwashita 
Music: Fumio Hayasaka 
Poducer: Shojiro Motoki 
Production Designer: Takashi Matsuyama 
Format and Running Time: 35 mm, 143 minutes, b/w 
Cast: Takashi Shimura (Kanji Watanabe) Shinichi Himori (Kimura), Haruo Tanaka 
(Sakai), Minori Chiaki (Nogochi), Miki Odagiri (Toyo Odagiri), Bokuzen Hidari (Ohara) 
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The Children of Hiroshima (1952) 
Les Enfants d’Hiroshima 
Genbaku no Ko 
Director: Kaneto Shindo 
Screenplay: Kaneto Shindo 
Based on the 1951 novel by: Arata Osada 
Camera: Takeo Ito 
Producer: Kozaburo Yoshimura: Kindai Eiga Kyokai 
Editor: Zenju Imaizumi 
Music: Akira Ifukube 
Art Director: Takashi Marumo  
Running time: 97 minutes 
Format: 35 mm, in black and white 
Cast: Noboku Otowa (Takako Ishikawa), Osamu Takizawa (Iwakichi), Niwa Saito 
(Natsue Morikawa), Chikako Hosokawa (Setsu, Takako’s mother), Masao Shimuzi 
(Toshiaki, Takako’s father), Yuriko Hanabusa (Oine), Tanie Kitabayashi (Otoyo), 
Tsutomu Shimomoto (Natsue’s husband), Taiji Tonoyama (owner of a ship) 
 
Nami (1952) 
La Vague 
Director: Noboru Nakamura 
Producer: Shochiku Kabushiki 
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Based on the 1928 novel by: Yuzo Yamamoto 
Adaptation: Naotaro Oki 
Camera: Toshio Ubukata 
Editor: Yoshiyasu Hamamura 
Music: Toshiro Mayuzumi, Hiroshi Yoshizawa, Hajime Okumura 
Art Director: Masao Kumagaya 
Cast: Shin Saburi (Kosuke Minami), Yoko Katsuragi (Kinoku), Chikage Awashima 
(Takako Nonomiya), Keiko Tsushima (Tsugiko), Chishu Ryu (Sonoda) 
 
Man in the Storm (1952) 
Dans la Tempête  
Arashi No Naka No Haha 
Mitsuwo Makino 
Director: Kozo Saeki 
Screenplay: Toshiwo Yasumi 
Producer: Mitsuwo Makino (French distributor: Toei) 
Camera: Miroru Yokoyama 
Decors: M. Kato  
Screenplay: Toshiwo Yasumi 
Art director: Masatoshi Kato 
Running time: 85 minutes  
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Cast: Yoichi Numata (Keichi Ogata), Yaeko Mizutani (Ineko, his mother), K. Kagawa 
(Tomi Tsuboi, his fiancée), Hatae Kishi (Tsuneko), Tanikawa (Akira), Y. Hara (Minuru 
Nagaye) 
Awards: Entered in the 1952 Cannes Film Festival. 
 
The Modern (1952) 
Un Contemporain/Ceux-d’aujourd’hui  
Gendai-jin 
Director: Minoru SHIBUYA 
Screenplay: Katsundo Inomata 
Cinematography: Hiroyuki Nagaoka 
Music: Hajime Okumara 
Art director: Tatsuo Hamada 
Producer: Shochiku Co, Kashiki Kaisha 
Cast: Ryo Ikebe (Odaguiri), Toshiko Kobayashi (Izumi), Satoshi Yamamura (Oguino), 
Isuzu Yamada (Shinako), Jun Tatara (Iwamitsu) 
 
The Mad Fox/Love, love, don’t mess with love (1952) 
Koi ya koi nasuna koi 
Director: Uchida TOMU 
Based on a puppet play Ashiya Doman Ouchi Kagami by Tadeka Izumo and a ballad 
drama Yasuna. 
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Screenplay: Yoda Yoshikata 
Producer: Tamaki Junichiro, Toiei 
Camera: Yoshida Sadaji 
Editor: Miyamo Nobutaro 
Music: Kinoshita Chuji 
Lighting: Yamane Hideichi 
Art director: Suzuki Takatoshi 
Running Time: 109 minutes 
Cast: Okawa Shinji (Abe Yasuna), Saga Michiko (Sakaki/Kuzunoha), Usami Yunya 
(Yasunori Kamo), Hidaka Sumiko (Yasunoris Witwe), Amano Shinji (Michimitsu 
Ashiya), Kawarazaki Choichiro. 
Awards: Entered in the 1962 Venice Film Festival 
 
Man in the Storm (1952) 
L’Homme dans la Tempête 
Arashi no naka no hara 
Director: Kozo SAEKI 
Screenplay: Toshiwo Yasumi 
Producer: Mitsuwo Makino, Toei 
Camera: Miroru Yokoyama 
Music: Seitaro Omori 
Art director: Masatishi Kato 
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Running Time: 85 minutes 
Cast: Yaeko Mizutani (Ineko), Yoichi Numata (Ineko’s son), Hatae Kishi (Tsuneko 
Murazato)  
 
Where the Chimneys are Seen (1953) 
Entotsu no Mieru Basho  
Director: Heinosuke GOSHO 
Screenplay: Hideo OGUNI, Rinzo SHIINA 
Producer: Studio Eight 
Camera: Mitsuo MIURA 
Editing: Nobu NAGATA 
Cast: Ken Uehara, Kinuyo Tanaka, Hiroshi Akutagawa, Hideko Takamine, Chieko Seki, 
Haruo Tanaka, Ranko Hanai, Kumeko Urabe 
35 mm, 108 minutes, b/w 
Awards: Entered in the 3rd Berlin Film Festival 
 
Love Letter (1953) 
La Lettre d’Amoir 
Koibumi 
Director: Kinuyo Tanaka 
Screenplay: Keisuke Kinoshita 
Camera: Hiroshi Suzuki 
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Producer: Ichiro Nagashima, Shintoho Co., Ltd. 
Music: Ichiro Saito 
Cast: Masayuki Mori (Reikichi), Yoshiko Kuga (Michiko), Shigesan Michisan (Hiroshi), 
Jukichi Uno (Yamaji), Kyoko Kagawa (Yasuko), Chieko Seki (office girl) 
 
An Inlet of Muddy Water/ Muddy Waters /Dark Waters (1953) 
Destins de Femmes / Eaux Troubles  
Nigorie 
Director: Tadashi IMAI 
Screenplay: Toshirô IDE, Yoko MIZUKI 
Producer: Shinseiki Eiga Gin 
Camera: Shunichiro NAKAO 
Music: Ikuma DAN 
Cast: Ken MITSUDA, Ytasuko TAN’AMI, Akiko TAMURA,  Hiro KUMON, Kazuo 
KITAMURA, Hisao TAOKE, Yoshie MINAMI, Chikage AWASHIMA, Sô 
YAMAMURA 
35mm, 130 minutes 
 
Gate of Hell (1953) 
La Porte de l’Enfer 
Jigoku-mon  
Director: Teinosuke Kinugasa  
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Screenplay: Teinosuke Kinugasa, Kan Kikuchi 
Producer: Masaichi Nagata, Daiei 
Camera: Kohei Sugiyama 
Editor: Shigeo Nishida 
Music: Yasushi Akutagawa 
Art direction: Kisaku Ito  
Cast: Kasuo Hasegawa, Machiko Kyo, Isao Yamagata, Y. Kurosawa 
35mm, color, 88 minutes 
Awards: Winner, Grand Prize, Cannes, 1954 
 
Golden Demon (1953) 
Le Demon doré  
Konjiki yasha 
Director: Koji Shima 
Screenplay: Koji Shima 
Based on the novel by Ozaki Koyo 
Producer: Masaichi Nagata, Daiei 
Camera: Michio Takahashi 
Music: Ichirô Saitô 
Cast: Jun Negami, Fujiko Yamamoto, Kenji Sugawara, Mitsuko Mito, Kazuko Fushimi, 
Kazuko Fushimi  
91 minutes 
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Awards: Venice 1955 Official Competition 
Commercial Release: Paris in March 1955 
 
Ugetsu Monogatari (1953) 
Les Contes de la Lune Vague Après la Pluie 
Ugetsu Monogatari 
Director: Kenji MIZOGUCHI 
Screenplay: Matsutaro Kawaguchi and Guiken Yodo 
Based on the stories of: Akinari Ueda “Asaji ga yado” and “Jasei no in” 
Producer: Masaichi Nagata, Daiei 
Camera: Kazuo Miyagawa 
Editor: Tamekechi Mochizuki 
Music: Fumio Hayasaka 
Art director: Kisaku Ito 
Cast: Machiko Kyo (Wakasa), Masayuki Mori (Genjiro), Kinuyo Tanaka (Muiyagi), 
Mitsuko Mito (Chama), Sakae Ozawa (Tobei) 
35mm, 97 minutes – b/w 
Awards: Golden Lion at Venice 1953 
First Presentation (Paris): 18 March 1959, Studio de l’Etoile 
 
Seven Samurai (1954) 
Les Sept Samuraïs 
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Shichinin no Samurai 
Director: Akira Kurosawa 
Screenplay: Akira Kurosawa, Shinobu Hashimoto, and Hideo Oguni 
Producer: Sojiro Motoki, Toho Co., Ltd. 
Photography: Asaichi Nakai 
Art Direction: So Matsuyama 
Production Designer: Takashi Matuyama 
Music: Fumio Hayasaka 
Running time: 143 minutes 
Format: 35 mm, in black and white 
Cast: Toshiro Mifune, Takashi Shimura, Ko Kimura, Minoru Chiaki, Seiji Miyaguchi, 
Toshio Kosugi, Bokuzen Hidari, Yoshio Inaba, Yoshio Tsuchiya, Kokuten Tohdoh, Ko 
Kimura, Keiko Tsushima, Kuninori Kodo. 
Awards: First screening: (Vichy): 5th June 1955; (Paris): 2 December 1955. 
 
Sansho the Bailiff (1954) 
L’Intendant Sansho 
Sansho Dayu 
Director: Kenji Mizoguchi 
Screenplay: Fuji Yahiro, Yoshikata Yoda, based on the novel by Ogai Mori 
Camera: Kazuo Miyagawa 
Music: Fumio Hayasaka 
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Production Designer:  
Cast: Kinuyo Tanaka, Yoshiaki Hanayagi, Kyoko Kagawa, Eitaro Shindo 
124 minutes, b/w 
Awards:  Silver Lion, Venice Film Festival, 1954.  
 
Tara Clan Saga (1954) 
Le Héros Sacrilège  
Shin Heike Monogatari 
Director: Kenji MIZOGUCHI 
Screenplay: Masashige NARUSAWA, Yoshikata YODA, Kyûchi TSUJI 
Based on the story of Eiji YOSHIKA  
Producer: Masaichi NAGATA, Daiei  
Camera (Eastmancolor): Kazuo MIYAGAWA 
Music: Fumio HAYASAKA 
Decor: Hiroshi MIZUTANI 
Cast: Raizo Ichikawa (Kiyomori Taira), Yoshiko Kuga (Tokiko), Michiyo Kogure 
(Yasuko), Naritoshi Hayashi (Tokitada), Ichijiro Cya (Tadamori) 
35 mm, 105 minutes, color 
 
The Street Without the Sun (1954)  
Quartier Sans Soleil  
Taiyo no nai machi 
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Director: Satsuo Yamamoto 
Screenplay: Saburo Tatsuno 
Based on the novel by: Sunao Tokunaga 
Producer: Shinsei Eiga 
Camera: Minoru Maeda 
Music: Nobuo Iida 
Art director: Kazuo Kubo 
Cast: Miko Hara, Sen Hara, Sumiko Hidaka, Yoshi Kato, Yasushi Nagata 
140 minutes 
 
Wild Geese/The Mistress (1954) 
L’oie Sauvage  
Gan 
Director: Shirô Toyoda 
Based on the novel by: Ogai Mori 
Screenplay: Masahige Narusawa 
Camera: Mitsuo Miura 
Cast: Hideko Takamine, Hiroshi Akutagawa, Eijiro Tono, Jukichi Uno 
106 minutes, b/w 
Awards: At the 1955 Venice Film Festival, outside of competition  
 
An Inn at Osaka (1954)  
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Une Auberge à Osaka 
Osaka no yado  
Director: Heinosuke Gosho 
Based on the novel by: Ryutaro Minakami 
Screenplay: Toshio Yasumi 
Producers: Ryosuke Okamoto, Katsuzo Shino 
Camera: Joji Ohara 
Sound: Ikuma Dan 
Cast: Shuji Sano, Nobuko Otowa, Mitsuko Mito, Hiroko Kawasaki, Sachiko Hidari 
121 minutes, b/w 
 
Twenty-four eyes (1954) 
24 Prunelles/24 Yeux 
Nijushi no Hitomi  
Director: Keisuke Kinoshita 
Screenplay: Keisuke Kinoshita, based on the novel by Sakae Tsuboi 
Producer: Ryotaro Kuwata, Shôchiku Eiga  
Camera: Hiroyuki Kusuda 
Editor: Yoshi Sugirawa 
Sound: Chuki Kinoshita 
Decor: Kimihiko Nakamura 
Cast: Hideko Takamine, Shizue Natsukawa, Chishu Tyu, Kumeko Urabe, Hideyo 
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Amamota 
156 minutes, b/w 
 
A Calendar (1954)  
Calendrier de Femmes  
Onna noo Koyomi 
Director: Seiji Hisamatsu 
Based on the short story A Calendar by: Sakae Tsuboi 
Screenplay: Toshirô Ide 
Producer: Shintõhõ 
Camera: Hiroshi Suzuki 
Music: Ichirõ Saitõ 
Cast: Kiuyo Tanaka, Kyõko Kagawa, Yôko Sugi, Yukiko Todoroki, Ranko Hanai, Eiko 
Miyoshi, Masao Mishima 
100 minutes 
Awards: Entered into the 1955 Cannes Film Festival 
 
The Story of Chikamatsu / Crucified Lovers (1954) 
Les Amants Crucifiés 
Chikamatsu Monogatari 
Director: Kenji Mizoguchi 
Screenplay: Yoshikata Yoda, Masashige Narusawa based on the play by Chikamatsu 
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Producer: Daiei 
Camera: Kosuo Miyagawa 
Music: Fumio Hayasaka 
Art director: Hiroshi Mizutani 
Cast: Kazuo Hasegawa, Kyoko Kagawa, Yoko Minamida, Eitaro Shindo, Sakae Ozawa, 
Ichiro Sugai, Haruo Tanaka  
102 minutes 
 
Princess Sen (1954) 
La Princesse Sen 
Sen Hime  
Director: Keigo KIMURA 
Screenplay: Fuji YAHIRO 
Producer: Daiei Studio 
Camera: Kobai SUGIYAMA 
Editing: Mitsuzo MIYATA 
Music: Masaru SATO 
Cast: Chieko HIGASHIYAMA, Raizo ICHIKAWA, Machiko KYO, Denjiro OKOCHI, 
Eitaro SHINDO Kenji SUGAWARA, Isao YAMAGATA  
95 minutes, color (Eastmancolor) 
Awards: In Competition – Feature Film – Cannes 1955 
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The Woman in the Rumor (1954) 
Une Femme dont on Parle 
Uwasa no onna  
Director: Kenji MIZOGUCHI 
Screenplay: Masashige NARUSAWA, Yoshikata YODA 
Camera: Kazuo MIYAGAWA 
Editing: Kanji SUGANUMA 
Sound: Iwao OTANI 
Music: Toshirô MAYUZUMI 
Cast: Kinuyo TANAKA, Tomoemon OTANI, Yoshiko KUGA, Eitarô SHINDO 
35 mm, [FORMAT], 82 minutes, b/w 
 
The Phantom Horse (1955)  
Maboroshi No Uma  
Director: Koji Shima 
Screenplay: Koji Shima, Kimiyuki Hasegawa 
Producer: Masaichi Nagata, Daiei 
Camera: Michi Takahashi 
Music: Koji Shima, Seitaro Omoro 
Cast: Yukihiro Iwatare, Yoshiro Kitahara, Yukihiri Iawatie, Ayako Wakao 
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I Live in Fear/Record of a Living Being/What the Birds Knew (1955) 
Vivre dans la Peur/Si Les Oiseaux Savaient  
Ikimono no Kiroku 
Director: Akira Kurosawa 
Screenplay: Akira Kurosawa, Shinobu Hashimoto, Fumio Hayasaka, Hideo Oguni 
Producer: Sojiro Motoki, Toho 
Camera: Asakazu Nakai 
Music: Masaru Sato, Fumio Hayasaka 
Art director: Yoshiro Muraki 
Running time: 103 minutes 35mm, b/w 
Cast: Toshiro Mifune, Minoru Chiaki, Masao Shimizu, Takashi Shimura, Eiko Miyoshi, 
Haruko Togo 
Awards: Entered in the 1956 Cannes Film Festival. 
 
Princess Yang Kwei Fei (1955) 
L’Impératrice Yang Kwei Fei 
Yokihi  
Director: Kenji MIZOGUCHI 
Screenplay: Matsutaro KAWAGUCHI, Tao QIN, Yoshikata YODA, Masashige 
NARUSAWA 
Based on the historical story by Lo-Tien Pai “Chang Hen Ko” 
Producers: Masaichi NAGATA, Shaw Brothers, Daiei, Run Run Shaw (Hong Kong) 
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Camera: Kohei SUGIYAMA 
Music: Fumio HAYASAKA 
Art director: Hiroshi MIZUTANI 
Running time: 35mm – 98 minutes, color 
Cast: Machiko Kyo (Kwei Fei), Masayuki Mori (Kwang Tsung), So Yamamura (An Lu 
Shan), Eitaro Shindo (Kao) 
Awards: (Silver Lion) Venice 1955 
Overseas Distribution: Pathé Overseas 
Commerical Release: Paris, June 1959 
 
The Mask and Destiny (1955) 
Le Masque et la Destinée 
Shuzenji monogatari 
Director: Noboru NAKAMURA 
Based on a play Shezenji Monogatari by Kido Okamato 
Producers: Shochiku Co. Ltd. 
Running time: 100 min. 
Cast: Teiji TAKAHASHI, Minosuke BANDO, Chikage AWASHIMA 
Cannes film festival 1955 
 
Growing up/ Growing up Twice (1955) 
Adolescence 
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Takekurabe 
Director: Heinosuke GOSHO 
Based on a story by: Ichiyo Higuchi 
Producer: Shintoho 
Camera: Jôji Ohara 
Lighting: Susumu Irie 
Sound: Michio Okazaki 
Music: Yasushi Akutagawa 
Production design: Kazuo Kobu 
Cast: Hibari Misora, Keiko Kishi, Shogorao Ichikawa, Atsuko Ichinomiya, Choudo Iida,  
Takashi Kitahara, Isuzu Yamada 
Awards: Entered in the 1955 Venice Film Festival 
 
Christ in Bronze/ Christ of Bronze (1956) 
Le Chirst en Bronze  
Seido No Kirisuto 
Director: Minoru SHIBUYA 
Screenplay: Yoshiro NAGAYO, Ryosuka SAITO 
Producer: Shochiku Co. Ltd. 
Camera: Hiroyuki NAGAOKA 
Editing: Yoshi MAYUZUMI 
Music: Toshiro MAYUZUMI 
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Cast: Shinobu ARAKI (Tamon Fujita), Akira ISHIHAMA (Kichisaburo), Kyoko 
KAGAWA (Monica), Eiji OKADA (Yusa Haguiwara), Kinzo SHIN (Magoshiro Tomii), 
Osamu TAKIZAWA (Christofa Ferrera), Isuru YAMADA (Kimika) 
Awards: In Competition – Cannes 1956 
 
The Burmese Harp (1956) 
La Harpe de Burma 
Biruma no Tategoto  
Director: Kon ICHIKAWA 
Screenplay: Natto WADA, based on the original story by Michio TAKEYAMA 
Producer: Masayuki TAKAKI 
Camera: Minoru YOKOYAMA 
Editing: Masanori TSUJI 
Sound: Masakazu KAMIYA 
Music: Akira IFUKUBE 
Lighting: Ko FUJIBAYASHI 
Cast: Rentaro MIKUNI (Inouye), Shoji YASUI (Mizushima), Taniye KITABAYASHI 
(woman), Tatsuya MIHASHI (commander), Yunosuke Ito (Village head) 
35 mm, 116 minutes b/w 
Awards: Venice Film Festival Honorable Award for Kon Ichikawa 
 
The Pram/The Baby Carriage (1956) 
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La Voiture d’Enfant  
Ubaguruma 
Director: Tomotaka TASAKA 
Awards: Official Selection Venice Film Festival 1957 
 
Street of Shame (1956) 
La Rue de la Honte 
Akasen Chitai 
Director: Kenji MIZOGUCHI 
Screenplay: Masashige NARUSAWA, Yoshikata YODA 
Based on the novel of: Yoshiko SHIBAKI “Susaki no Onna” 
Producer: Masaichi NAGATA, Daiei 
Camera: Kazuo MIYAGAWA 
Music: Toshiro MAYUZUMI 
Decor: Hiroshi MIZUTANI 
Editing: Kanji SUGAWARA 
Cast: Ayaho Wakai (Yasumi), Machiko Kyo (Mickey), Michiya Kogure (Hanae), Eitaro 
Shindo (Korazu Taya), Aiko Mimasu (Yumeko), Eiroko Machida (Yorie), Yasuko 
Kawakami (Shizuko) 
35 mm, 85 minutes, b/w 
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The Ballad of Narayama (1956) 
La Légende de Narayama 
Narayama Bushiko 
Director: Keisuke Kinoshita 
Screenplay: Keisuke Kinoshita 
Based on the novel by: Shichiro Fukazawa 
Producer: Shochiku Co. 
Camera: Hiroshi Kusuda 
Sound: Hisao Ono  
Original Soundtrack: Matsunosuke Nozawa 
Decor: Kisaku Ito 
Editor: Yoshi Sugihara 
Cast: Seiji Miyaguchi (Matayan), Keiko Ogasawara (Matsuyan), Danko Ichikawa 
(Kesakichi), Yuko Mochizuki (Tamayan), Teiji Takahashi (Tatsuhei), Kinuyo Tanaka 
(Orin) 
98 minutes, b/w 
 
The Roof of Japan (1957) 
Le Toit du Japon 
Shiroi Sammyaku 
Director: Sadao IMAMURA 
Screenplay and Original Story:  
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Producer: Masaichi NAGATA: Daiei 
Editor: Sho YAGUCHI 
Running time: 71 minutes 
Awards: Ex-aequo, Documentary Prize, 1957 
 
People of the Ricefield/The Rice People (1957) 
Les Gens de la Rizière 
Kome 
Producer: Hiroshi Okawa 
Director: Tadashi Imai 
Screenplay and Original Story: Yasutaro Yagi 
Camera: Shunichiro Nakano 
Music: Yasushi Akutagawa 
Art director: Seigo Shindo 
Running time: 118 minutes 
Cast: Shinjiro Ebara (Tsuguo Tamura), Masako Nakamura (Chiyo, Tsuguo’s sweetheart), 
Isao Kimura (Senchiki, Tsuguo’s friend), Yuko Mochizuki (Yone, Chiyo’s mother), 
Toshiko Okada (Sadako, Senkichi’s sister) 
Awards: 8th Blue Ribbon Award, Nominated for Palme d’Or.  
 
Twins in the Class (1957) 
La classe des jumelles  
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Soseiji Gakkyu 
Director: Susumu Hani 
Screenplay: Susumu Hani 
Camera: Keichi Konno, Shizuo Komura 
Music: Norihiko Wada 
 
Throne of Blood (1957) 
Le Château de l’Araignée 
Kumonosu-jo 
Director: Akira KUROSAWA 
Screenplay: Shinobu Hashimoto, Akira Kurosawa, Hideo Oguni, Ryuzo Kikushima 
Based on Macbeth by: Shakespeare 
Producers: Akira Kurosawa, Shojiro Motoki, Toho Company, Ltd. 
Camera: Asakazu Nakai 
Music: Masaru Sato 
Running time:  109 minutes, black-and-white 
Cast: Toshiro Mifune (Taketoki Washizu/Macbeth), Takashi Shimura, Isuzu Yamamda 
(wife) 
Awards: Official Selection Venice Film Festival 1957 
 
Her Brother (1960) 
Tendre et folle adolescence  
Otohto 
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Director: Kon Ichikawa 
Orginal story by: Aya Koda 
Screenplay: Yoko Mizuki 
Producer: Masaichi Nagata, Daiei 
Camera: Kazuo Miyagawa 
Music: Yasushi Akutagawa 
Artistic Director: Tommo Shimogawara 
Cast: Keiko Kishi (Miss Gen), Hiroshi Kawaguchi (Hekiro), Masayuki Mori (Father), 
Kinuyo Tanaka (Step-mother) 
Cannes 1961: Winner Specila Distinction Ax-aequo 
 
Twins in the class 
La Classe des Enfants Jumeaux  
Kaoru-Chan and Izumi-Chan 
Director: Susumu Hani 
Screenplay: Susumu Hani 
Producers: Teizo Oguchi, Iwanami Eiga 
Camera: Shizuo Komura, Keiichi Konno 
 
Documentaries/Shorts: 
The Whale 
La Baleine  
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Kijura 
Director: Noburo Ofuji 
Camera: Noburo Ofuji 
Music: Setsuo Tsukahara 
Art Studio: Studio Ofuji 
Producer: Studio Ofuji 
 
The Great Buddha 
La vie du Bouddha – Le Grand Bouddha  
Tasei Shakuson 
Director: Noburo Ofuji 
Camera: Noburo Ofuji 
Music: Osamu Shimizu 
Art director: Hisaw Noberi 
Producer: Nobu… Harashima, Sanko Film Production 
Cast: Nakajiro Tomita (Commentary), Fuyuki Murayama (The Bouddha), Chuzaburo 
Wakamiya (The King), Shinichiro Maki (The Prince), Seijiro Onda (Daiba), Hisako 
Kinoshita (Young woman), Tamae Fujimura (sorcerer) 
 
L’Art Japonais  
Momoyama Bidsutsu 
Director: Soya Mitzuki 
  
298 
Author: Ichitaro Kondo 
Camera: Kiyoei Kawamura 
Music: Yoritsune Matsudaira 
Producer: Mitsui Geijutsu  
  
299 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 
“6 Personnages En Quête d’Auteurs.” Les Cahiers du cinéma : 16–29. Print. 
Abé Mark Normes. Cinema Babel: Translating Global Cinema. Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2007. Print. 
Agel, Henri. “La Liturgie Du Déséspoir: Rashomon.” Positif June 1952: 17–18. Print. 
Amy de la Brétèque, François. “Les Revues de Cinéma Dans l’Histoire - L’Histoire Dans 
Les Revues de Cinéma.” La Revue Des Lettres Modernes. N.p. Print. Études 
Cinématographiques 72. 
Andrew, Dudley. André Bazin. Trans. Serge Grünberg. Cahiers du cinéma/Editions de 
l’Etoile. Paris: Editions de l’Etoile, 1983. Print. 
Andrew, Dudley, and Paul Andrew. Kenji Mizoguchi a Guide to References and 
Resources. Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1981. Print. 
Armes, Roy. French Cinema since 1946. Two: The Personal Style. London: A. 
Zwemmer Limited, 1966. Print. 
Audrey, Suzanne. “Les Femmes et Le Cinéma Au Japon.” Les Cahiers du cinéma 1953: 
32–47. Print. 
Austin, Guy. Contemporary French Cinema: An Introduction. Manchester and New 
York: Manchester University Press, 1996. Print. 
Balio, Tino. Foreign Film Renaissance on American Screens, 1946-1973. University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2010. Print. 
Barthes, Roland. L’empire Des Signes. Éditions du Seuil, 2005. Print. 
  
300 
Baskett, Michael. The Attractive Empire: Transnational Film Culture in Cultural Japan. 
Proquest Ebrary. Honolulu, USA: University of Hawaii Press, 2008. Print. 
Bazin, A. et al. Cinéma 53 à Travers Le Monde. 7e Art. Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 
1954. Print. 
Bazin, André. “A Propos de Cannes.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Christmad 1953: 5. Print. 
---. Bazin on Global Cinema, 1948-1958. Ed. Cardullo, Bert. Trans. Bert Cardullo. 
University of Texas Press, 2014. Print. 
---. Cinema of Cruelty from Buñuel to Hitchcock. Ed. François Truffaut. Trans. Sabine 
d’Estrée. Kindle Edition. New York: Arcade Publishing, 1982. Print. 
---. “Discovering Cinema: Defense of the (New) Avant-Garde.” L’écran français 21 Dec. 
1948: n. pag. Print. 
Bazin, André, Doniol-Valcroze, Jacques, et al. “Éphéméride Canois.” Les Cahiers du 
cinéma June 1955: 9–21. Print. 
Bazin, André. French Cinema of the Occupation and Resistance: The Birth of a Critical 
Esthetic. New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1981. Print. 
---. “La Leçon de Style Du Cinéma Japonais.” Arts 9 Mar. 1955: n. pag. Print. 
---. “La Vie d’Oharu.” L’Observateur 11 Feb. 1954: n. pag. Print. 
---. “Le Cheval et L’enfant.” Radio Cinéma 21 July 1056: n. pag. Print. 
---. “Le Cheval et l’Enfant ‘La plus Belle Conquête de L’enfant.’” Radio Cinéma 21 July 
1956: n. pag. Print. 
---. Le Cinéma De La Cruauté. France: Flammarion, 1975. Print. 
  
301 
---. “Leçon de Style Du Cinéma Japonais.” Cinéma de La Cruauté. Paris: Flammarion, 
1975. 203–224. Print. 
---. “Le Mouvement Des Ciné-Clubs Depuis La Libération.” Doc. 48 : n. pag. Print. 
Bazin, André, J.-Y. Goute, et al. “Le Petit Journal Du Cinéma: Japon.” Les Cahiers du 
cinéma : 38. Print. 
Bazin, André, Mayoux, Michel, et al. “Le Trompe l’Oeil: Venise 1952.” Les Cahiers du 
cinéma Sept. 1952: 2–6. Print. 
Bazin, André. “Petit Journal Du Cinéma: Vivre.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Mar. 1957: 36–
37. Print. 
---. “Petit Journal Intime Du Cinéma.” Les Cahiers du cinéma 1956: 38–39. Print. 
---. “Pour Un Festival à Trois Dimensions.” Les Cahiers du cinéma 1953: 5. Print. 
---. “Venice 1957: Trône de Sang.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Sept. 1957: 38–39. Print. 
---. What Is Cinema? Trans. Hugh Gray. Vol. 1. University of California Press, 2005. 
Print. 
---. What Is Cinema? Ed. Bert Cardullo. Trans. Hugh Gray. Vol. 2. Berkeley, California: 
University of California Press, 1971. Print. 
Bazin, André, and Jacques Doniol-Valcroze. “Notes Sur Cannes.” Les Cahiers du cinéma 
1954: 30–37. Print. 
Bazin, André, Michel Mayoux, and Jean-José Richer. “Petit Dictionnaire Pour Venise: 
Contes de Fées.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Oct. 1953: 6–7. Print. 
  
302 
Beauchamp, Cari, and Henri Béhar. Hollywood on the Riviera: The Inside Story of the 
Cannes Film Festival. New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1992. 
Print. 
Bellos, David. “Tati and America: Jour de Fête and the Blum-Byrnes Agreement of 
1946.” French Cultural Studies 10.29 (1999): 145–159. Print. 
Bickerton, Emily. “Adieux Aux Cahiers.” La Revue Internationale des Livres & des 
Idées 2007: 31–41. Print. 
---. A Short History of Cahiers Du Cinéma. London: Verso, 2009. Print. 
Bordwell, David. Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in the Interpretation of 
Cinema. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991. Print. 
Braudy, Leo, and Marshall Cohen, eds. Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory 
Readings. Sixth Edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. Print. 
Bremond, Claude. “Le public français et le film japonais.” Communications 6 (1965): 
103–142. Print. 
Brooks, Peter. The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac, Henry James, Melodrama, and 
the Mode of Excess. Yale University Press, 1976. Print. 
Burch, Noel. “Qu’est-Ce Que La Nouvelle Vague?” Film Quarterly 13.2 (1959): 16–30. 
Print. 
---. To the Distant Observer: Form and Meaning in the Japanese Cinema. Berkeley, 
California: University of California Press, 1979. Print. 
Cardullo, Bert, ed. Akira Kurosawa Interviews. University Press of Mississippi, 2008. 
Print. 
  
303 
Carson, Fred. “Cannes 1956: Si Les Oiseaux Savaient.” Les Cahiers du cinéma : n. pag. 
Print. 
Cazdyn, Eric. The Flash of Capital: FIlm and Geopolitics in Japan. Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 2002. Print. 
Chan, Felicia. “The International Film Festival and the Making of a National Cinema.” 
Screen 52.2 (2011): 253–260. Print. 
Chardère, Bernard. “Venise 1953: Images et Souvenirs.” Positif May 1956: 57–58. Print. 
Chéreau, Patrice, and Danièle Thompson. “Entretien avec Patrice Chéreau et Danièle 
Thompson.” Cahiers du cinéma Jan. 1994: 12–15; 17–19. Print. 
Chow, Rey. Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contemporary 
Chinese Cinema. New York: Columbia University Press, 1995. Print. Film and 
Culture. 
Ciment, Michel. “Positif et La Nouvelle Vague.” CinemAction 104 (2002): 83–87. Print. 
Ciment, Michel, and Laurence Kardish, eds. Positif 50 Years. Trans. Kenneth Larose. 
New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2002. Print. 
Cindy Wong. Film Festivals - Culture, People, and Power on the Global Scene. New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2011. Print. 
Clifford, James. The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography, 
Literature, and Art. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988. Print. 
Comolli, Jean-Louis. “"Vingt Ans Après: Le Cinéma Américain et La Politique Des 
Auteurs.” Cahiers du cinéma 172 (1965): n. pag. Print. 
  
304 
Conte-Helm, Marie. The Japanese and Europe: Economic and Cultural Encounters. 
London and Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Athlone, 1996. Print. 
Crisp, Colin. Eric Rohmer: Realist and Moralist. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1988. Print. A Midland Book. 
---. The Classic French Cinema. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997. Print. 
Dallmayr, Fred. Beyond Orientalism: Essays in Cross-Cultural Encounter. Albany: 
SUNY UP, 1996. Print. 
Darrell Davis William. Picturing Japaneseness: Monumental Style, National Identity, 
Japanese Film. Film and Culture. New York: Columbia University Press, 1996. 
Print. 
de Baecque, Antoine. “Eric Rohmer at Arts: A Cinema Writer.” Film Criticism 39.1 
(2014): 67–80. Print. 
---. Godard: biographie. Grasset. Paris: Bernard Grasset, 2010. Print. 
---. La Cinéphilie: Invention D’un Regard, Histoire D’une Culture 1944-1968. Pluriel. 
Paris: Fayard, 2003. Print. 
---. Les Cahiers du cinéma: Histoire d’une revue Tome I: À l’assaut du cinéma 1951-
1959. Editions Cahiers du cinéma. Paris: Seuil, 1991. Print. 
de Baecque, Antoine, and Thierry Frémaux. “La Cinéphilie Ou l’Invention d’Une 
Culture.” Trans. Timothy Barnard. Vingtième siècle. Revue d’Histoire 46 (1995): 
133–142. Print. 
de Baecque, Antoine, and Noël Herpe. Biographie d’Éric Rohmer. Paris, France: Stock, 
2014. Print. 
  
305 
Deleuze, Gilles. “Figures, or the Transformation of Forms.” Perspectives on Akira 
Kurosawa. N.p. 246–250. Print. 
Demonsablon, Phillippe. “Plus de Lumière.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Dec. 1957: 50–52. 
Print. 
Demonsablon, Phillippe. “Qui Naquit à Newgate (La Vie de O’Haru, Femme Galante).” 
Les Cahiers du cinéma Mar. 1954: 57–59. Print. 
de Montvalon, Christine. Les Mots Du Cinéma. Collection Le Français Retrouvé. Paris: 
Éditions Belin, 1987. Print. 
de Valck, Marijke. FIlm Festivals: From European Geopolitics to Global Cinephilia. 
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2007. Print. 
Dilorio, Sam. “The Woodcutter’s Gaze: Luc Moullet and Cahiers Du Cinéma.” 
SubStance 34.108 (2005): 79–95. Print. 
Dissanayake, Wimal, ed. Colonialism and Nationalism in Asian Cinema. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1994. Print. 
Dissanayake, Wimal. “Introduction.” Melodrama and Asian Cinema. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993. 8. Print. 
Dixon, Wheeler. The Early Film Criticism of François Truffaut. Trans. Ruth Hoffman, 
Sonja Kropp, and Brigitte Formentin-Humbert. Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1993. Print. 
Doniol-Valcroze, Jacques. “Petit Journal Intime Du Cinéma.” Les Cahiers du cinéma 
1955: 32. Print. 
  
306 
Douchet, Jean. French New Wave. Trans. Robert Bonnono. D.A.P/Distributed Art 
Publishers, Inc., 1999. Print. 
Duca, Lo. “Venise 51 - Venise Ou Le Cinéma Au Fil de l’Eau.” Les Cahiers du Cinéma 6 
(1951): 3–4. Print. 
---. “Venise Ou Le Cinéma Au Fil de L’eau (festival de Venise 1951).” Les Cahiers du 
Cinéma 1951: 3–4. Print. 
Dudley, Andrew, and Hervé Joubert-Laurencin, eds. Opening Bazin - Postwar Film 
Theory and Its Afterlife. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011. Print. 
Editors. “De A à Z: L’Intendant Sansho.” Positif Jan. 1961: 53–54. Print. 
Eisenstein, Sergei. Film Form: Essays in Film Theory: Ed. Jay Leyda. A Harvest Book. 
San Diego, New York, London: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1949. Print. 
Eisner, Lotte H. “Le Festival de Venise 1955: Les Films Japonais Hors Festival.” Les 
Cahiers du cinéma 1955: 17–18. Print. 
Envisioning The Tale of Genji. N.p. Audio Recording. 
Evett, Lisa. The Critical Reception of Japanese Art in Late Nineteenth Century Europe. 
Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1982. Print. Studies in the Fine Art. 
The Avant-Garde 36. 
Feigenbaum, Harvey. “Hegemony or Diversity in Film and Television? The United 
States, Europe and Japan.” The Pacific Review 20.3 (2007): 371–396. Print. 
Feith, Michel. “La Réorentation Du Cinéma Japonais Pendant L’occupation Américaine.” 
Revue française d’études américaines 53 (1992): 223–231. Print. 
  
307 
Floyd, Phyllis. Japonisme in Context: Documentation, Criticism, Aesthetic Reactions. 
Ann Arbor: UMI, 1983. Print. 
Frédérick, Louis. Japan Encyclopedia. Trans. Käthe Roth. Cambridge: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2002. Print. 
Freiberg, Freda. “Book Review: Mizoguchi and Japan by Mark Le Fanu.” 2006. Web. 
Frémaux, Thierry. “L’aventure Cinéphilique de ‘Positif’ (1952-1989).” Vingtième siècle, 
revue d’histoire 23.1 (1989): 21–34. Print. Mai 68. 
Gaffary, F. “Cannes 1956.” Positif May 1956: 60–61. Print. 
---. “Les Deux Visages d’Akira Kurosawa.” Positif Mar. 1957: 2–10. Print. 
Genova, Pamela. “A Curious Facet of Modern French Writing: Situating Japonisme 
Between East and West.” Contemporary French and Francophone Studies 13.4 
(2009): 453–460. Print. 
Gerow, Aaron. Visions of Japanese Modernity: Articulations of Cinema, Nation, and 
Spectatorship, 1895-1925. Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 
2010. Print. 
Giuglaris, Marcel, and Shinobu. Le Cinéma Japonais (1895-1955). 7e Art. Paris: Les 
Éditions du Cerf, 1956. Print. 
Grantham, Bill. “Some Big Bourgeois Brothel”: Contexts for France’s Culture Wars 
with Hollywood. Bedfordshire, United Kingdom: University of Luton Press, 2000. 
Print. 
Grosoli, Marco. “The Politics and Aesthetics of the ‘Politique Des Auteurs.’” Film 
Criticism 39.1 (2014): 33–50, 128. Print. 
  
308 
Harrington, Curtis. “Rashomon et Le Cinéma Japonais.” Les Cahiers du cinéma 1952: 
53–57. Print. 
Hayward, Susan. French National Cinema. Second Edition. London and New York: 
Routledge, 2005. Print. 
Hillier, Jim, ed. Cahiers Du Cinéma. The 1950s: Neo-Realism, Hollywood, New Wave. 
Harvard Film Studies. Vol. 1. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985. Print. 
Harvard Film Studies. 
---, ed. Cahiers Du Cinéma. The 1960s: New Wave, New Cinema, Reevaluating 
Hollywood. Harvard Film Studies. Vol. 2. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1986. Print. Harvard Film Studies. 
Hjort, Mette. Global Cinema: Education of the Filmmaker in Europe, Australia, and 
Asia. Gordonsville, VA, USA: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. Web. 6 Mar. 2015. 
Hokensen, Jan Walsh. Japan, France and East/West Aesthetics: French Literature 1867-
2000. Madison, NH: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 2004. Print. 
Houston, Penelope. Keepers of the Frame: The Film Archves. London: British Film 
Institute, 1994. Print. 
Jacob, Gilles, and Claude de Givray, eds. François Truffaut Correspondence 1945-1984. 
New York: Cooper Square Press, 1990. Print. 
Jacobsen, Wolfgang. 50 Year Berlinale International Filmfestipiele Berlin. Beuermann 
GmbH, Berlin: Filmmuseum Berlin-Deutsche Kinematech and Nicolaische 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, 2000. Print. 
  
309 
Kawakita, Kashiko. “The Japanese Film in Europe.” Japan Quarterly 6.4 (1959): 443–
447. Print. 
Keathley, Christian. Cinephilia and History, or The Wind in the Trees. Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2006. Print. 
Kline, Jefferson T. Unraveling French Cinema: From L’Atalante to Caché. West Sussex, 
UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010. Print. 
Kõdera, Tsukasa. “Japan as Primitivistic Utopia: Van Gogh’s Japonisme Portraits.” 
Simiolus: Netherlands Quarterly for the History of Art 14.3/4 (1984): 189–208. 
Print. 
Komatsu, Hiroshi. “The Foundation of Modernism: Japanese Cinema in the Year 1927.” 
Film History 17 (2005): 365–375. Print. 
Krivojapic-Knezevic, Marija, and Aleksandra Nikcevic-Batricevic, eds. The Beauty of 
Convention: Essays in Literature and Culture. Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014. Print. 
Kurosawa, Akira. “Notes à Propos de Mes Films.” Trans. Hiroko Kuroda. Études 
Cinématographiques 30-31 (1964): 13–21. Print. 
---. Something Like an Autobiogaphy. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1982. Print. 
Kyrou, Ado. “Images D’un Festival: Cannes 1954.” Positif : 75–81. Print. 
---. “Le Festival de Cannes 1955.” Positif Nov. 1955: 78. Print. 
Labarthe, André. “Comment Peut-On Être Moderne?” La Nouvelle Vague: Textes et 
Entretiens Parus Dans Les Cahiers Du Cinéma. Paris: Petite Bibliothèque des 
Cahiers du Cinéma, 1999. 5–20. Print. 
  
310 
La Cinémathèque Canada. “Nudes! Gunes! Ghosts! The Sensational Cinema of 
Shintoho.” Apr. 2015. Web. 7 Oct. 2015. 
La Nouvelle Vague 25 Ans Après. Paris, France: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1983. Print. 7Art. 
Lanzoni, Rémi Fournier. French Cinema: From Its Beginning to the Present. The 
Continuum International Publishing Group Inc, 2002. Print. 
La Politique Des Auteurs. Paris: Éditions de l’Étoile-Cahiers du cinéma, 1984. Print. 
La rédaction. “La Harpe de Birmanie.” Positif May 1957: 57. Print. 
---. “Rue de La Honte.” Positif Feb. 1958: 60. Print. 
---. “Venise 1957: Japon.” Positif Sept. 1957: 35. Print. 
Latil, Loredana. Le Festival de Cannes Sur La Scène Internationale. Nouveau Monde 
Editions. N.p., 2013. Print. 
Le Cinéma Français vu Par... Répértoire Des Documents Audiovisuels Sur Le Cinéma 
Français. Diffusion, 1994. Print. 
Le Fanu, Mark. Mizoguchi and Japan. BFI Publishing, 2005. Print. 
Le Minez, Nolwenn. “Histoire du cinéma asiatique en France (1950-1980).” Université 
Paul Verlaine, 2009. Print. 
Lent, John A. The Asian Film Industry. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990. Print. 
Texas Film Studies Series. 
Liandrat-Guigues, Suzanne, ed. Jacques Rivette Critique et Cinéaste. Vol. 63. Paris - 
Caen: Lettres Modernes Minard, 1998. Print. études Cinématogaphiques. 
Loinod, Etienne. “Tendre Japon.” Les Cahiers du cinéma July 1957: 53–54. Print. 
  
311 
Loyer, Emmanuelle. “Hollywood Au Pays Des Ciné-Clubs (1947-1954).” Vingtième 
siècle. Revue d’Histoire 33 (1992): 45–55. Print. 
Malraux, André. La Tentation de l’Occident. Paris: Grasset, 1926. Print. 
Mamine, Tomoko. “Displaying ‘Globality.’” Third Text 27.5 (2013): 502–509. Print. 
Marcorelles, Louis. “Interview with Roger Leenhardt and Jacques Rivette.” Sight and 
Sound Fall 1963: 168–173. Print. 
Marion, Denis. “Petit Journal Intime Du Cinéma.” Les Cahiers du cinéma June 1954: 43. 
Print. 
Mary, Philippe. “Cinematic Microcosm and Cultural Cosmologies: Elements of a 
Sociology of the New Wave.” Cinema Journal 49.4 (2010): 159– 166. Print. 
Matsuda, Matt. “East of No West: The Posthistory of Postwar France and Japan.” 
Confluences: Postwar Japan and France. Ed. Doug Slaymaker. Ann Arbor: Center 
for Japanese Studies, The University of Michigan, 2002. 15–33. Print. Michigan 
Monograph Series in Japanese Studies 42. 
Mellen, Joan. Voices from the Japanese Cinema. New York: Liveright, 1975. Print. 
Miller, D A. “Second Time Around: ‘Sansho the Bailiff.’” Film Quarterly 61.1 (2007): 
65–67. Print. 
Milne, Tom, ed. Godard on Godard. Trans. Tom Milne. New York: De Capo Press, 
1986. Print. A Da Capo Paperback. 
Miyoshi, Masao, and H.D. Harootunian, eds. Japan in the World. Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 1993. Print. 
  
312 
Mizoguchi, Kenji. “Mes Films Par Kenji Mizoguchi.” Les Cahiers du cinéma May 1959: 
4–20. Print. 
Morimoto, Marie Thorsten. The “Peace Dividend” in Japanese Cinema: Metaphors of 
Demilitarized Nation. Ed. Wimal Dissanayake. Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1994. Print. 
Morrey, Douglas, and Alison Smith. Jacques Rivette. Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 2009. Print. French Film Directors. 
Moullet, Luc. “Cinémathèque.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Feb. 1957: 39–40. Print. 
---. “Laurel et Kabuki.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Feb. 1965: 76–77. Print. 
Myrent, Glenn, and Georges P. Langlois. Henri Langlois: First Citizen of Cinema. Trans. 
Lisa Nesselson. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995. Print. Twayne’s Filmmakers 
Series. 
Napier, Susan J. From Impressionism to Anime: Japan as Fantasy and Fan Cult in the 
Mind of the West. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. Print. 
Neupeurt, Richard. A History of the French New Wave Cinema. Second edition. The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2007. Print. 
Nolletti, Arthur Jr., and David Desser, eds. Reframing Japanese Cinema: Authorship, 
Genre, History. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1992. 
Print. 
Nowell-Smith, Geoffrey. “Paris Match: Godard and Cahiers.” Sight and Sound 11.6 
(2001): 18–21. Print. 
  
313 
Nygren, Scott. Time Frames - Japanese Cinema and the Unfolding of History. 
Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota, 2007. Print. 
“Palme d’Or ex-aequo pour Akira Kurosawa et Bob Fosse.” Cérémonie de clôture du 
33ème Festival de Cannes. TF1, 23 May 1980. vidéo. 
Phillips, Alastair, and Julian Stringer, eds. Japanese Cinema: Texts and Contexts. 
Routledge, 2007. Print. 
Prédal, René. “La Tradition de La Cinéphilie.” Études Cinématographiques 72.Regards 
su la critique et les revues de cinéma en France (2013): 31–. Print. 1. 
Cartographies. 
Richer, Jean-José. “Lafayette Nous Voici!” Les Cahiers du cinéma July 1954: 39–41. 
Print. 
---. “Venice 1954.” Les Cahiers du cinéma : 3–10. Print. 
Richie. The Films of Kurosawa. University of Californa Press, 1965. Print. 
Richie, Donald. A Hundred Years of Japanese Films. Kodansha International, 2001. 
Print. 
Richie, Donald, and Joseph Anderson. The Japanese Film: Art and Industry. Expanded 
Edition. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1983. Print. 
Rickman, Gregg. “Review of The Taste for Beauty.” Ed. Eric Rohmer and Carol Volk. 
Film Quarterly 44.4 (1991): 49–52. Web. 
Riou, Alain. “Quand Cocteau Manipulait Le Jury.” L’Obs 16 May 2013: n. pag. Print. 
Rivette, Jacques. “Génie de Howard Hawks.” Cahiers du cinéma May 1953: 16–23. 
Print. 
  
314 
---. “L’âge Des Metteurs En Scène.” Cahiers du cinéma Jan. 1954: 45–48. Print. 
---. “La Recherche de L’absolu.” Cahiers du cinéma Nov. 1955: 45–47. Print. 
---. “Miizoguchi vu D’ici.” Cahiers du cinéma May 1958: 28–30. Print. 
---. “Mizoguchi Vu d’Ici.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Mar. 1958: 28–30. Print. 
Robinson, David. “Travels with Mrs. Kawakita.” Sight and Sound 56.4 (1987): 253–255. 
Print. 
Rohmer, Eric. “La ‘Somme’ d’André Bazin.” Les Cahiers du cinéma Jan. 1959: 36–45. 
Print. 
---. “Le Gout de La Beauté.” Les Cahiers du cinéma July 1961: 18–25. Print. 
---. “Les Amants Crucifiés.” Arts 29 May 1957: n. pag. Print. 
---. “Rue de La Honte: Un Japon Sombre et Racé.” Arts 30 Nov. 1957: n. pag. Print. 
---. The Taste for Beauty. Trans. Carol Volk. Studies in film. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989. Print. 
---. “Universalité Du Génie.” Les Cahiers du cinéma July 1957: 46–48. Print. 
Rosenbaum, Jonathan, ed. Rivette Texts and Interviews. Trans. Amy Gateff and Tom 
Milne. British Film Institute. London: British Film Institute, 1977. Print. 
Roud, Richard. A Passion for Films: Henri Langlois and the Cinémathèque Française. 
Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1999. Print. 
Rousse, Pascal. “S.M. Eisenstein et La Spatialisation de La Pensée D’après Le Troisième 
Sens de Roland Barthes.” Revue en ligne universitaire française de cinéma. 
Cadrage.net. N.p., Mar. 2011. Web. 19 Nov. 2013. 
  
315 
Russell, Catherine. “Insides and Outsides: Cross-Cultural Criticism and Japanese Film 
Melodrama.” Melodrama and Asian Cinema. Ed. Wimal Dissanayake. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993. 143–154. Print. 
Sadoul, Georges. “Le Festival de Venise 1955: Le Japon.” Les Cahiers du cinéma 1955: 
14. Print. 
---. “Les Enfants d’Hiroshima: Contre Les Horreurs de La Guerre Atomique.” 
L’Humanité (1953): n. pag. Print. 
---. “Petite Chronique Du Festival Inconnu (Karlovy Vary).” Les Cahiers du cinéma July 
1954: 26–35. Print. 
---. The Literature of Cinema. Arno Press & The New York Times, 1972. Print. 
Said, Edward. Orientalism. Vintage Books. New York: Random House, Inc., 1979. Print. 
Sato, Tadao. Currents in Japanese Cinema. New York: Kodansha International, 1982. 
Print. 
---. Kenji Mizoguchi and the Art of Japanese Cinema. Trans. Brig Tankha. English 
Edition. Oxford, England: Berg, 2008. Print. 
Schilling, Derek. “Narrativity and Theatricality in Rohmer’s Contes Moraux and 
Comédies et Proverbes.” Contemporary French and Francophone Studies 9.4 
(2005): 337–344. Print. 
Sharp, Jasper. Historical Dictionary of Japanese Cinema. U.K.: Scarecrow Press Inc., 
2011. Print. 
Shimizu, Chiyota. “Entretien Avec Akira Kurosawa.” 30-31 (1964): n. pag. Print. 
  
316 
Smith, Greg M. “Critical Reception of Rashomon in the West.” Asian Cinema 13.2 
(2002): 115–128. Print. 
Sontag, Susan, ed. A Barthes Reader. Hill and Wang, 1982. Print. 
Staiger, Janet. Interpreting Films: Studies in the Historical Reception of American 
Cinema. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1922. Print. 
Stankis, Jessica. “Maurice Ravel as Miniaturist through the Lens of Japonisme.” Music. 
University of California, 2012. Print. 
Stone, Judy. Eye on the World: Conversations with International Filmmakers. Silman 
Press, 1997. Print. 
Tanaka, Stefan. Japan’s Orient: Rendering Pasts into History. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1993. Print. 
Temple, Michael, and Michael Witt, eds. The French Cinema Book. London: BFI 
Publishing, 2004. Print. 
Tesson, Charles. “Akira Kurosawa: Dossier de Presse.” 2010. Web. 
Tezuka, Yoshiharu. Japanese Cinema Goes Global: Filmworkers’ Journeys. Honk Kong: 
Honk Kong University Press, 2012. Print. 
Tobing Rony, Fatimah. The Third Eye: Race, Cinema and the Ethnographic Spectacle. 
Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1996. Print. 
Truffaut, François. “Cannes: Un échec Dominé Par Les Compromis, Les Combines et 
Les Faux Pas.” Arts 22 May 1957: n. pag. Print. 
Truffaut, François. “La Harpe Birmane: Insolite, Noble et Attachant.” Arts 1 May 1957: 
n. pag. Print. 
  
317 
Truffaut, François. The Films in My Life. Trans. Leonard Mayhew. New York: Da Capo 
Press, 1994. Print. 
Turan, Kenneth. Sundance to Sarajevo: Film Festivals and the World They Made. 
Berkeley, California: University of Californa Press, 2002. Print. 
Tweedie, James. The Age of New Wave: Art Cinema and the Staging of Globalization. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013. Print. 
United Nations Educational Scientific and Cutlural Organization. “Kabuki ‘Third 
Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity.’” 
UNESCO. N.p., 2005. Print. 
Valcroze, Jacques-Doniol, André Bazin, and Lo Duca. “Trompe L’oeil: Venise 1952.” 
Cahiers du cinéma Oct. 1952: 2–22. Print. 
Van Wert, William F. “Eisenstein and Kabuki.” Criticism 20.4 (1978): 403–420. Print. 
Vincendeau, Ginette. “Unsettling Memories.” Sight and Sound July 1995: 30–33. Print. 
Wada-Marciano, Mitsuyo. Nippon Modern: Japanese Cinema of the 1920s and 1930s. 
Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2008. Print. 
Wilmington, Mike. “French Cinema: Cahiers’ Favorite Directors (1954-1968).” The 
Velvet Light Trap - A Critical Journal of Film and Television 9 (1973): 18. Print. 
Wimmer, Leila. Cross-Channel Perspectives: The French Reception of British Cinema. 
N.p. Print. 
Wood, Robin. Sexual Politics and Narrative Film. New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1998. Print. 
  
318 
Yéfime. “Petit Journal Du Cinéma: Un Macbeth Japonais.” Les Cahiers du cinéma July 
1957: 30–31. Print. 
Yoda, Yoshikata. Souvenirs de Kenji Mizoguchi. Cahiers du cinéma, 1997. Print. Petite 
bibliothèque des Cahiers du cinéma. 
Yoshimoto, Mitsuhiro. Kurosawa: Film Studies and Japanese Cinema. Film Studies and 
Japanese Cinema. Duke University Press, 2000. Print. 
 
 
  
319 
CURRICULUM VITAE 
Isadora K. Nicholas 
646-637-7714 
i_kriegel75@yahoo.com           ikn@bu.edu 
 
EDUCATION 
Ph.D. Candidate, French Language and Literature      Expected May 2016 
Department of Romance Studies, Boston University         Boston, MA  
Dissertation Title: “The Historical Reception of Japanese Cinema at Cahiers du Cinéma: 
1951-1961” 
M.A., French Language and Literature      January 2012 
Department of Romance Studies, Boston University                   Boston, MA 
B.A. Equivalent, French Language and Literature           2008-2009   
University of Rhode Island           Kingston, RI 
University of Wisconsin-Extension         Madison, WI 
B.S, Political Sciences                      1997 
London School of Economics and Political Science, Honors             London, UK 
 
TEACHING EXPERIENCE 
French Literature and Culture Instructor 
Modern Languages, Literatures, and Cultures Department       Boston, MA 
University of Massachusetts Boston   
• LF 306: “Introduction to French Cinema”            Fall 2015 
• LF 452: “Novels and Theater in French Romanticism”                       Fall 2015 
• LF 309: “Introduction to French Literatures and Culture”                    Spring 2014 
o Designed and developed the syllabus and all course materials for advanced French 
literature and culture classes. 
o Held full responsibility for instruction and grading.  
  
 
 
  
320 
Grader, Modern Japanese Culture and Cinema                    Fall 2012 
Department of Comparative Language and Literature           Boston, MA 
Boston University        
• Assistant to Professor Sarah Frederick 
o Shared full responsibility for grading papers, mid term and final examination with a 
focus on cinematographic analysis and cultural interpretation. 
  
French Language Instructor        2010-present 
Department of Romance Studies          Boston, MA 
Boston University               
• French 111: “First semester French”              Fall 2010, Spring 2011 
• French 112: “Second semester French”             Fall 2011, Spring 2012 
• French 211: “Third semester French”        Fall 2012- 2013 -2015, Spring 2016 
• French 212: “Fourth semester French”              Spring 2013, Fall 2014 
• French 303: “Composition and conversation French”            Fall 2013, Spring 2014 
o Prepared and taught French language course focused on a multimedia approach to 
develop speaking, reading, writing, and listening skills together with grammar and 
vocabulary. 
o Held full responsibility for developing daily lesson plans, design assignments, 
instruction and grading. 
 
French Language Instructor, First Semester French     Fall 2013-Fall 2014  
Modern Languages, Literatures, and Cultures Department       Boston, MA 
University of Massachusetts Boston        
o Prepared and taught French language course focused on a multimedia approach to 
develop speaking, reading, writing, and listening skills together with grammar and 
vocabulary. 
o Held full responsibility for developing daily lesson plans, design assignments, 
instruction and grading.   
   
  
321 
FUNDING & AWARDS      
Jackson Fellowship, Boston University       Summer 2015 
• Romance Language Department Travel Research Grant, Boston University 
Graduate Research Abroad Fellowship       Summer 2015 
• Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, Boston University  
Full Scholarship and Teaching Fellowship      2010-present 
• Romance Studies, Boston University       
Essay Prize Award  
• Romance Studies Department, Boston University            2012 
Teaching Excellence Award 
• Romance Studies Department, Boston University        2012 
• Awarded to two graduate students each year based on student evaluations and 
 performance for the Academic Year. 
 
PUBLISHED WORKS 
Translation: Steven Sodobergh, Interviews, Revised and updated. 
  
UNIVERSITY SERVICE     
• Co-Chair and organizer, Tournées Film Festival, Boston University      2012-2013 
  
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS 
o Modern Languagage Association of America                August 2011-present 
o Society for Cinema and Media Studies                 August 2012-present 
o Association for Asian Studies       August 2012-present 
 
REFERENCES 
Jefferson Kline, Professor of French, Advisor 
Department of Romance Studies 
Boston University 
617-353-6235 
jkline@bu.edu 
  
322 
 
Claudia Esposito, Associate Professor of French, College of Liberal Arts 
Modern Languages, Literatures, and Cultures Department                       
University of Massachusetts, Boston    
617-287-7566 
Claudia.Esposito@umb.edu 
 
Susan Jackson, Professor of French 
Department of Romance Studies, Boston University 
617-353-2410 
sjackson@bu.edu 
 
